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PREFACE 


S URELY there are enough, and more than 
enough, books on Aeschylus, not merely 
editions, commentaries, and translations, but 
literary and historical studies of the kind which 
the late Dr. Verrall used, somewhat disrespectfully, 
to call ‘stuffage’ ? When a scholar looks at the 
Bodleian Catalogue, or even at his own book¬ 
shelves, it is hard to think otherwise. And yet there 
will be and must be more; there is no finality. 

The reason is simple enough. The few very 
great books of the world, the books which at the 
end of over two thousand years have still the 
power to stir our pulses with their beauty and 
inspire our minds with the vitality of their thought, 
have a special value for humanity and must not 
be allowed to die. Yet they will die unless, genera¬ 
tion after generation, they are studied, loved, and 
reinterpreted. 

I remember the thrill of emotion with which, 
some forty years ago in the Laurentian library 
at Florence, I first took into my hands the great 
manuscript of Aeschylus, Mediceus 32, 9. They 
told me that Rudolf Merkel had actually wept 
when they gave it him; but then Merkel had just 
come out of prison for his part in some republican 
movement in Germany and it touched him to 
be treated with consideration and respect. He 
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proceeded to make an extremely careful transcript 
of the manuscript, which was very helpful till super¬ 
seded by a photographic facsimile. Others in the 
same situation would do something different; but 
every real student and lover of Aeschylus would 
want to do something, were it only to make notes 
in the margin of his book or join in the discussions 
of some learned society. Some would write books. 

The long-suffering public has a right to make 
at least two minimum demands on the reinter¬ 
preter. First, he must really have studied his sub¬ 
ject, studied it for years, before claiming that he 
has anything of value to say about it; secondly, 
he must not make his book needlessly long. I 
think I have satisfied both these minimum tests. 

The book is not, in the stricter sense, learned. 
It is merely an attempt at understanding the 
Aeschylean plays as great literature and great 
drama. Such studies are apt as a class to be called 
‘merely popular’; and the present volume has the 
defects belonging to that class. It gives few refer¬ 
ences and collects no mass of evidence or authori¬ 
ties. It makes little or no mention of the debt I 
owe to previous writers. The passages quoted are 
mostly given in English, and taken almost always 
from my own published translations, a course 
which I recognize as open to criticism. I am con¬ 
scious, however, of having resisted two tempta¬ 
tions which might have made the book unduly 
long: a temptation to add argumentative foot- 
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notes explaining or defending my own views 
about particular passages, and a temptation to 
roam away from my immediate subject into other 
realms of literature. For instance, when showing 
how the great dramas and majestic style of Aeschy¬ 
lus had been built by him out of‘little myths and 
ridiculous language’, it was difficult not to dilate 
on the similar history of such great tragedies as 
Hamlet and Faast: the one having grown by slow 
stages out of the gross jesting of Amlodhi the Fool 
in Scandinavian saga, traces of which still remain 
in Shakespeare’s First Quarto; the other from the 
popular Comedy of Dr, Faustus^ current in Ger¬ 
man fairs from the i6th century onwards, dealing 
with the fate of one who, in the words of a con¬ 
temporary, was ‘a fool rather than a philosopher, 
a vain babbler and mountebank who ought to be 


whipped’. 


The addition of an appendix, however, and an 
appendix which involves some repetition of things 
already said, demands a word of apology. I had 
found in my own early reading of Greek plays 
that often when I imagined that I knew the play, 
and had my mind full of particular phrases and 
passages, I had in reality little conception of the 
play as a whole or of the dramatic value of 
particular scenes and junctures of scenes. This 
consideration applies particularly to a subtle and 
difficult play like the Agamemnon, and I am sure 
that the experience is common. I have seen, for 
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example, in a linguistically competent commen¬ 
tary, a remark about the 'strange lack of intelli¬ 
gence’ shown by the Elders in the Cassandra scene. 
The writer actually had not taken in the central 
thrill of the scene, that Apollo’s curse was working. 
That is an extreme instance; but I think that many 
teachers, when reading, say, a speech of Cly temnes- 
tra, do not sufficiently ask themselves, or make the 
class ask, not merely 'What do these words mean ?’ 
but ‘Why does she say that?’ or ‘What effect is 
Aeschylus aiming at here?’ Such questions must 
be asked if we are to understand the play. 

The answer we give, of course, will be conjec¬ 
tural and often wrong. No production of a play 
is perfect. I remember one of the most accom¬ 
plished producers of our time telling me that, 
after producing Tchekhoff with marked success 
in London, he happened to see it played in Mos¬ 
cow by actors who had been trained by Tchekhoff 
himself, and received a shock in discovering how 
many points he had missed or mistaken. No 
doubt the shock we should receive if we could see 
a production of the Agamemnon by Aeschylus 
would be considerably greater. But the perfect 
understanding of any poem, like the perfect poem 
itself, is beyond the range of us mortals. We can 
but try our best to come near to it. 

To turn back to details. As mentioned on p. 
145, the continuous search for remains of Aeschy¬ 
lus among the broken scraps of papyrus from 
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Oxyrhynchus and elsewhere is occasionally re¬ 
warded by an important find. As Mr. Lobel has 
kindly let me see the fragments to be published 
in his next volume, Oxyrhynchus Papyri XVIII, 
I add this short note. 

In the first place my suggestion about a 
Perseus trilogy on p, i68 is proved wrong. 
The new fragments of the AiktuouAkoi, or Net- 
Drawers, clearly belong to the same MS as the two 
already published by Vitelliand Norsain Pap, Soc. 
It, 1209, and come from a Satyr-play, not from a 
tragedy. Apparently the chest in which Danae 
and her infant were put to sea was not merely set 
afloat like an open boat, but was just thrown in 
with its lid nailed down. At least in the Florentine 
fragment the Chorus, who are excitedly drawing 
to shore some heavy object that is caught in their 
net, think of it as ‘a shark or whale or monster of 
some kind*, and in the Oxyrhynchus fragment 
Danae is said to have been ‘under water* (u9aAos). 
The Chorus are evidently Satyrs. They drag the 
chest ashore, open it, and discover the mother and 
child. Danae is, apparently, asleep or uncon¬ 
scious. The fisherman, Dictys, is filled with pity, 
promises protection to the outcasts, and bids the 
Satyrs watch over them. He goes away and Danae 
awakes, to find the grotesque Satyrs dancing about 
her. She makes a despairing appeal to her be¬ 
trayer, Zeus, threatening to hang herself rather 
than be thrown again into the sea or handed over 
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to the mercy of‘these monsters’ (ToTa2ie kvcoAAAois). 
Meantime, however, the baby is delighted with 

the Satyrs’ antics, and begins to laugh. They play 
with it and make suitable noises ('rro-mruaiios), and 
all goes well. In a later fragment we have a happy 
ending, in which Danae is to be married to Dictys. 

One other specimen of Aeschylus satyric style 
has been found and is referred by Mr. Lobel to the 
F^nvoys or Isthmiastai, The Envoys are Satyrs; 
we find them outside the Temple of Poseidon 
hanging up masks which are their own portraits. 
(The likeness is such as would make their mother 
scream!) This looks like a reference to the ritual 
of the hanging oscilla referred to in Georgic ii 
389 ff. (cf. the Athenian festival of Alwpa). 
The plot is obscure. Some ‘Exarchon’—probably 
Dionysus himself, since somebody calls him SvcAkis 
and yuvvis—reproaches his Chorus for attending 
the Isthmian festival instead of minding their own 
business of dancing. Someone takes refuge inside 
the temple; and some pursuer is bought off by the 
gift of an object ‘made by adze and anvil’ of which 
he does not know the use. We have no ancient 
account of the plot of the Isthmiastai^ and scholars 
must be left to interpret the fragments by their 
own ingenuity. 

These two papyri are extremely interesting as 
being the only specimens we have of the famous 
Satyr-Drama of Aeschylus, Enough is left to 
make one feel the grace and vigour of the style; 
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it seems spontaneous, high-spirited, and rapid, and 
has at the same time a certain elegance about 
it. But it would be rash to draw conclusions from 
such slight pieces of evidence. 

The new fragments of tragedy call for less com¬ 
ment. The Florentine papyrus of the Niobe is a 
fine piece of Aeschylean verse. The numerous tiny 
fragments of the Glaucus oj Potniae^ the third of 
the Persae trilogy, are only tantalizing, but seem, 
as Mr. Lobel points out, to fit well with the known 
story of the Sparagmos of that hero by his own 
horses. The other Glaucus is also represented. A 
fragment of fifteen lines contains a couplet quoted 
by Strabo from the Glaucus Pontius^ and seems 
to come from a speech of Glaucus telling how, in 
a desert place, he found the plant of eternal life, 
which we know to have been the main incident of 
the play. 

Oxford. G. M. 

27 December 1939. 
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CHAPTER I 

HOW AESCHYLUS CREATED 

TRAGEDY 

W HEN Aeschylus is called the ‘creator of 
tragedy’, it can hardly be meant that in an 
archaeological sense he was the first writer of 
Greek tragedy. There were several makers of 
tragedy before him, Phrynichus, Choirilus, Prati- 
nas, and, earlier than all, Thespis. The claim made 
for him is a much greater one: that in the artistic or 
imaginative sense, he created the form of literature 
that we now call tragic—whether it takes shape in 
drama, like Macbeth^ Athalie^ Faust, or in novels, 
like War and Peace or Les Miserables. 

Greek tragedy, strictly speaking, was a peculiar 
form of art with narrow limits, both local and 
temporary. It was, in literal meaning, a ‘Goat- 
song*, i.e. a molpe (dance and song combined), 
performed at the altar of Dionysus over the sacri¬ 
fice of a dismembered goat, which, by a form of 
symbolism common in ancient religion, repre¬ 
sented the god himself. Hardly acted anywhere 
outside one small district of Greece, lasting as a 
living form not much beyond the limits of the 
fifth century b.c,, performed only at one particular 
type of religious festival, the Dionysia at Athens, 
it was associated with stage conventions derived 
from local religious customs which in many ways 
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would not bear transplanting. Its subjects might 
be taken from any part of the Greek heroic 
tradition; but normally the play portrayed some 
traditional story which was treated as the Aition 
or origin of some existing religious practice. For 
example, if it was the custom on a certain day to 
carry the coffin of Ajax to burial, with his arms 
piled upon it, Sophocles would write a tragedy 
representing the madness, crime, and death of 
Ajax, and the great discussion about the heroic 
criminal’s dead body, in which by the pleading 
of his old enemy Odysseus he is at last granted the 
rites of honourable burial.^ That would explain 
the origin of the custom. Thus tragedy was the 
product of a peculiar soil. The costume was 
bizarre; the appropriate buildings, a round danc¬ 
ing-floor, with part of the circumference cut off 
by a stage, were not to be found in many places: 
the chorus of twelve—or later of fifteen—homo¬ 
geneous persons, always present in the midst of 
the most secret plots and crimes, and yet practi¬ 
cally never doing anything to prevent them, was 
almost unmanageable except in the air where it 

was born; and the rich store of myths and legends 

% 

* So the Prometheus trilogy explains the origin of the Promethta\ 
the Medea that of the ritual worship of Medea’s children at Corinth; 
the Hippoiytus that of the ritual weeping of virgins over the death of 
Hippolytus in Trozen. Cf. Sophocles, Eiectra, 277 ff., on the mocking 
Feast at Argos over a man and a woman slain by their enemies, who may 
be either Agamemnon and Cassandra, or Aigisthos and Clytemnestra. 
Cf. Aesch. Jg. 1318, 594. Also Od. y, 308 £ 
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which formed the raw material from which trage¬ 
dies were made did not exist elsewhere. The whole 
form of tragedy was so inflexible and so hemmed 
in by tradition that it could hardly last cy^four 
generations of poets without collapsing. 

And yet its influence on the Western world has 
never ceased, except at periods when the higher 
culture has been submerged altogether. One 
nation after another, as soon as it rose to the stage 
of writing great literature at all, began to try to 
write tragedy, some on the Greek model—at 
least as far as they understood what the Greek 
model was—and some in new ways of their own. 
The Roman poets, from Ennius and Pacuvius 
down to Ovid and Seneca, definitely imitated 
the Greek form: Racine and Corneille did the 
same: Alfieri, though different, was more formal 
still. Goethe wrote Iphigenie in the Greek form 
of tragedy and Faust in quite another: Shake¬ 
speare wrote tragedies in a form based on the 
Greek but freely diverging from it: Milton and 
Shelley and Swinburne wrote in strict and definite 
imitation of the Greek. But ever^when the out¬ 
ward form diverges most widely from the Greek 
pattern, there is often something inward, some 
spirit or essence, which enables one to say without 
hesitation, not only of certain plays, but of certain 
novels, or purely narrative poems, ‘This is a 
tragedy*. It is tragedy in this sense which seems 
to me to have been created by Aeschylus.^ 



4 AESCHYLUS 

There are, according to Aristotle, two obvious 
main differences between comedy and tragedy, or 
rather between Kcoiico^ia and Tpcrycol^ia: for though 
our two words are descended from the Greek, 
their meaning has inevitably changed. In the 
first place, comedy is a Kcopco^ia or Revel-song: 
it normally ends with a Komos or Marriage- 
Feast; tragedy ends with a death or downfall.^ 
Scholars and anthropologists now tend to agree 
that both forms of drama are parts of the pre¬ 
historic ritual of the Year-Daemon or Vegeta¬ 
tion-Spirit, comedy representing his triumph or 
marriage, tragedy his defeat and death—with 
perhaps a suggestion of rebirth afterwards. In 
the second place, Aristotle tells us, comedy is 
a mimesis or representation of persons ‘lower than 
ourselves*, tragedy of persons higher and nobler.^ 
The judgement is at first sight surprising, but can 
be justified by the facts. In comedy—ancient 
comedy was more like what we call farce—the 
characters are engaged in a revel or merry¬ 
making; in tragedy they are facing death, and 
that usually not an ordinary death, but a sacrifice. 


* On this much-discussed subject I may be allowed to refer to my 
article on ‘Greek Drama, Origins* in the Encyclopaedia Britannicaf 
ed. xiv, pp. 581 fF. 

* Poetics 1448*. BeXtIovcxs or KptlTTOvocs as opposed to xsipovocy. 
Tragedy dealt almost entirely with the ‘heroes’—in the Greek sense; 
i.e. the dead who were objects of worship. The heroes were, of 
course, ‘greater than we’, and usually ‘heroic’ in the modem 
sense. 
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Both forms of art, of course, want to get the full 
value out of their respective subjects. 

Tf Tragedy is to get full artistic value and beauty 
out of death, the death must be faced and met and 
somehow or other conquered on its own ground: if 
Comedy is to get the full value out of its revel, it must 
be a revel enjoyed to the full and not spoilt by any 
intrusive temperance or prudential considerations of 
the morrow. Death, to yield its full value in art, 
demands heroism, or some quality of the soul that can 
conquer death. A frolic, to yield its full value, demands 
a complete surrender to frolic.** 

It is noteworthy that tragedy even in this 
modern sense is almost purely a Greek form of 
art. Drama of one kind or another is widespread 
throughout the human race; but except in classi¬ 
cal Greece and the societies influenced by Greece, 
you practically never find tragedy as an institution. 
In Indian drama the unhappy ending is actually 
forbidden. Presumably it would operate as a bad 
omen. The Chinese and Japanese dramas deal in 
farce, in romance, in long stories of historical 
adventure, but—as far as a non-expert can make 
out—they do not have tragedy. It is a Greek 
invention: the dirge or lament over the dying or 
suffering god gradually taking dramatic form and 
developing into something unknown before. 

Let us stay for a moment to analyse what that 
something is. Greek tragedy is based on the 

* The Classical Tradition in Poetry, p. 56. 
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‘sufferings of Dionysus’,^ and Dionysus is one of 
the many forms of the Year-god or Vegetation- 
god, like Osiris, Attis, Adonis, or Thammuz. The 
story of this Year-god is always the same: he is 
born a miraculous child, he grows in beauty and 
strength, he conquers, he wins his bride, he com¬ 
mits the sin of Hubris or excess, he transgresses 
the law, and thereafter must of necessity dwindle, 
suffer defeat, and die. Thus the ritual of Dionysus 
sees life in the tragic pattern. It is the story of 
all these vegetation-gods: the story of the Sun, 
the Day, and the Year: it is the story of all life; 
of flower and tree, of bird and beast, of men and 
of cities. All begin in beauty and frailness, grow 
in strength, grow too strong or too proud, and 
then inevitably dwindle and die. If we ask why 
they die, the answer, it seemed to the Ancients, 
must be that they die because in some sense or 
other they have transgressed or sinned: death 
is the wages of sin. If there were not some sin, 
some error, somewhere, Aristotle tells us, the 
calamitous ending would be ^lapdv, ‘wicked* 
or ‘revolting*. This, then, is life seen in the 
tragic pattern: a splendid thing growing but 
doomed. 

Such an account is perhaps enough to give us 
tragedy in the full sense, without any further 
addition. Yet there is, I think, a further factor in 

Hdt. V. 67. n<JtOEa means strictly the ‘things that happened to* 
Dionysus. 
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the Year-ritual which may be of very great im¬ 
portance, This celebration of the Death of the 
Year-god takes place not in the autumn but in the 
early spring, A fragmentary form of the Year- 
ritual survives even now in northern and eastern 
Europe under the name of the Mummers’ Play, 
in which the hero goes through various battles and 
ordeals; and one cannot help noticing that after 
his death he is often restored to life by a Wizard 
or Learned Doctor, or sometimes by the enemy 
who has just killed him. This might be explained 
as due to a mere popular wish for a happy ending, 
were it not that the same resurrection or restora¬ 
tion to life occurs in the Egyptian myth and many 
of the ancient Greek myths, and also is an obvious 
fact in the story of the Year itself. The Year dies, 
but is immediately born again and proceeds 
through the same cycle. The dead Osiris is 
sought for, discovered, and restored; so are Diony¬ 
sus, Adonis, Asclepius. Even where beings of this 
type are not actually restored to life they are 
made into heroes and receive ritual worship at 
their tombs, like Hippolytus, have temples like 
Menelaus and Helen, or are admitted into Olym¬ 
pus itself, like Dionysus and Heracles. That is to 
say, the conception of a triumph over Death, 
which we found on artistic grounds to be essential 
to tragedy, seems to be latent in the original dirge- 
ritual itself. It is a funeral lamentation for a dead 
hero, yet from the very beginning there seems to 
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have been some consciousness, or some suggestion, 
that Death was not really the end. In its primitive 
form this victory over death demands the definite 
resurrection or rebirth of the hero; in its higher 
form it is the feeling which finds such magnificent 
expression in the last speech of Milton’s Samson 
Agonlstes, that whether the hero is dead or no, he 
has in some deeper sense actually conquered the 
evil to which his body succumbed, and that 
‘nothing is here for tears’. 

This, I think, is the characteristic of Greek 
tragedy, and the explanation of its undying in¬ 
fluence, Most nations, in contemplating life 
through the drama, have insisted on having 
pleasant stories or at least happy endings. They 
preferred not to look on the darker sides of life, 
and thereby for the time could forget them. But 
the fifth-century Greeks were ready to look 
straight at its most awful possibilities, to show men 
terrified by them, struggling with them, over¬ 
thrown and destroyed by them, so long as by some 
loftiness in the presentation or some nobility in the 
characters or perhaps some sheer beauty and in¬ 
spiration in the poetry, one could feel in the end 
not defeat but victory, the victory of the spirit of 

man over the alien forces among which he has his 
being. 

There is a lyric of Euripides in the Medea con¬ 
sciously claiming this power for tragedy. Why 
did the bards of old, he asks, waste their music 
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on festivals and occasions of joy ? When men are 
happy they do not need poetry, and as a matter 
of fact do not much listen to it. 

But all the darkness and the wrong, 

Quick deaths and dim heart-aching things, 

Would no one ease them with a song 
And music of a thousand strings? 

Then song had helped us in our need. . . 

That, then, is what I understand tragedy to be: 
the song or fiction that does deal with ‘quick 
deaths and dim heart-aching things’, and vouch¬ 
safes us the revelation—or maybe the illusion— 
that there are other values accessible to man, 
beyond the obvious values of physical life or 
death, of happiness or suffering, and that in 
attaining them the spirit of man can and does 
conquer death. It is of tragedy in that sense that 
I think Aeschylus may justly be considered the 
creator. 

Now let us turn to the man himself. It will 
perhaps be convenient to begin by noting briefly 

the main dates of his life, so far as they are known 
to us. 

His first victory in one of the official competi¬ 
tions at the Dionysia was in the year 484 b.c. 
This date is fairly certain, since the contests were 
regularly recorded at the time and the records were 
afterwards collected and published by Aristotle. 

* Me dec i 195 ff. 
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His first play is said by Suidas to have been pro¬ 
duced in the 70th Olympiad, i.e. between ^00 
and 497 B.c. As to his birth, it is not^ likely to 
have been recorded; but the convention in ancient 
historiography is to choose some date as a man’s 
acme or Jloruit^ and then, if there is no conflicting 
evidence, to assume that when he flourished he 
was forty years of age. Now Aeschylus presum¬ 
ably ‘flourished’ when he won his first victory in 
484. Consequently we find his birth put by the 
Parian Chronicle forty years earlier, in 525-524 
B.c.^ We have also two definite dates at the end of 
his life. He produced his masterpiece, the Ores- 
teia^ in 458 b.c., and died at Gela in Sicily two 
years later, in 456. 

We have thus the following set of dates: 

524 Aeschylus born. 

500 ? Produced his first play. 

490 Fought in the heavy-armed infantry at the 
Battle of Marathon. About this time, or pos¬ 
sibly even earlier, produced the Suppliant 
Women^ the earliest of his extant plays. 

484 Won his first victory: name of the play not 
known. 

480, 479 Fought at Salamis and Plataea.^ 

476 In Syracuse; produced the 'A€tna\ or ^Women of 
A€tna\ at the foundation of that city by Hiero. 

Probably soon afterwards produced the Pro¬ 
metheus^ which mentions (v. 367) an eruption of 
Mt. Etna. A great eruption occurred, according 

* Either 525-524 or 524-523, being sixt)'-nine at death and thirty- 
five at the Battle of Marathon. 
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to the Parian marble, in 479 b.c. (According to 
Thucydides (iii. 116) it was ‘fifty years before’ 
the eruption of 425. This would mean 475, but 
Thucydides may be using round numbers.) 

472 Produced the Persae\ Pericles was Choregus for 
him this year.^ 

471-469 Made a second journey to Sicily, to produce 
the Persae there (dvcx 2 i 2 id 5 cci tous Flepaas). 

468 Was defeated for the first time; by Sophocles. 

467 Produced the Seven against Thebes. 

458 Produced his masterpeice, the Oresteia. 

456 Died at Gela in Sicily. 

The seven plays which are still extant represent, 
apparently, about a tenth part of his work, or less. 
Our information on the subject is contradictory, 
but we know the titles of some seventy-nine plays, 
of which at least thirteen were not tragedies but 
satyr-plays. Aeschylus was a prolific and success¬ 
ful writer. The ancient ‘Life of Aeschylus’ says 
he won thirteen victories in his lifetime and ‘many 
more’ after his death. The article in Suidas’ 
Lexicon^ perhaps adding these in, gives him 
twenty-eight victories. 

It is interesting to note something of his family 
history. It was, or at least became, a highly 
theatrical family. He himself was the son of 
Euphorion of Eleusis. He had two sons, one 
Euphorion, of whom nothing is known, one 
Euaion, whose name, curiously enough, is pre- 

* See C./.G. II, 971; Wilhelm, Urkunden Dramatischer Ausfuhr- 
ungen in Athen, p. 18; Wilamowitz in Hermes, xxi. 614* 
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served on some contemporary vases with the word 
koAos (‘beautifur) attached. The Athenians con¬ 
sidered it unseemly to give public praise to women 
for their good looks, but apparently thought it 
did no harm to young men. That is all we know 
of Aeschylus’ own descendants, but his brother 
and his sister are both interesting. The brother, 
Kynegeiros, met a famous death at the Battle of 
Marathon, where he had his arm cut off by an axe 
while trying to drag back one of the Persian boats.^ 
The sister’s name is not recorded and we know 
nothing of her character, but she seems to have 
been the means of carrying on the family genius 
to future generations. Her son Philocles wrote 
tragedies and actually won the first prize against 
Sophocles’ masterpiece, the Oedipus Tyrannus. 
His son was Morsimus, who obtained some tragic 
prize in 424 and is sometimes chaffed by Aristo¬ 
phanes; his son again was Astydamas, who won a 
prize for tragedy in 392. Astydamas had two 
playwrights for sons, the first called Philocles, the 
second, a very successful writer, Astydamas the 
Second. One Astydamas—it is uncertain whether 
the first or the second—had a great victory in 372 
with a play called Parthenopaios^ after which he 
was granted the special honour of a statue in the 
theatre precinct. He asked and obtained permis- 

* Hdt. vi. 114. Another brother was Ameinias, but seems not to 

be identical with ‘Amcinias of Pallene’, who distinguished himself at 
Salamis. Hdt. viii. 84 and 93. 
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sion to write the inscription on the statue him¬ 
self; and—such are the cruel traps that Providence 
lays in the path of impulsive artists—he wrote one 
in such enthusiastic terms that it had to be taken 
down, while a more sober statement was put in 
its place by the proper authorities.^ A sad end 
to the five successive generations of tragic poets 
sprung from Euphorion! 

As to Aeschylus himself, in order to have our 
feet on firm ground let us start with two or three 
of the definite statements of the ancient Greeks 
themselves about the early stages of tragedy and 
about Aeschylus as its creator. In the Frogs of 
Aristophanes there is a famous contest in the 
shades between Aeschylus and Euripides. Most 
of it is on points of technique, but the opening 
deals with the general character of the two poets, 
Aeschylus representing the older style of poetry 
and Euripides the new. Aeschylus at his first 
appearance is greeted with the words; 'O thou who 
first of the Greeks didst build majestic words into 
towers and create a world {cosmos') of tragic hum¬ 
bug,’^ He built towers of majestic words (pfinorra 
c^e^vd), and made a Cosmos, an ordered world, 

* Cf. Suidas, s.v. *AcjTu2dnas and Zourfiv liraiveTs. Diodorus, 
xiv. 33. 

* Cf. Ar. Progs, 1004 f. <!cXX* <2) TTpcoTOS tcov *EXAiivcov -rrupycocjas 

^fmora creiiva | KalKoap^iaas TpaytK6v Xfjpov. Aristotle, Poet. 14+9* 
20 (fj Tpaycpi(a) piKpwv puScov Kal X^^ecog yeXoias 2iid t6 acnv- 
piKou perapoXelv ov^e dnreCTHpvvveri, and a little earlier uoXXcts pera- 
poXdj prrapoXouCTa TpocycoXla tTrccOacrro hrei ocCrriis 9ucnv. 
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of the ‘humbug’ or illusion^ of the tragic stage 

(TpocyiKov Afipov), ' \ 

Take that in connexion wit^ Aristotle’s state¬ 
ment that Tragedy ‘starting from small myths and 
ridiculous diction did not achieve majesty (arreas^- 
wveri) till late’. Presumably that creiiVOTTis or 
/majesty’ was th^^work ofJ>im who was the first 
to build those JCwers of ‘majestic words’. If we 
follow the scene in the Frogs a little farther, we 
shall find much about the Aeschylean a£^v6TTlSl 
both in diction and in costume. But tiiere is also 
some insistence on oeiivoTTis irijiuiiiafi character. 
Aeschylus asks Euripides: 

Pray tell me on what particular ground a poet should 
claim admiration. 

EURIPIDES 

If his art is true and his counsel sound: and if he brings 
help to the nation, 

By making men better in some respect. 

AESCHYLUS 

And if you have done the reverse, 

And had upon good strong men the effect of making 
them weaker and worse } 

What do you say should your recompense be.^ 

DIONYSUS 

The gallows. You needn’t ask him. 

AESCHYLUS 

Then think what they were when he had them from me! 

Good six-footers, solid of limb, 

Well born, well bred, not ready to fly from obeying 
their country’s call 
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Nor In latter-day fashion to loiter and lie and keep their 
consciences small. . , . 

Aeschylus continues to expound the military 
qualities of his plays, how they nerved people to 
deeds of daring; 

For observe, from the world^s first start, 

Those poets have all been of practical use who have 
been supreme in their art. 

He shows this in the cases of Orpheus, Musaeus, 
Hesiod, and above all, of Homer. 

And in his great spirit my plays had a part, with their 
heroes many and brave, 

Teucers, Patrocluses, lions at heart, who made my 
citizens crave 

To dash like them at the face of the foe, and leap to 
the call of a trumpet. 

But no Stheneboia Tve given you, no; no Phaedra, no 
heroine-strumpet! 

If I’ve once put a woman in love in one act of one play 
may my teaching be scouted! 

EURIPIDES 

No, you hadn’t exactly the style to attract Aphrodite. 

AESCHYLUS 

I’m better without it. 

We shall have occasion later to refer to many, 
particular points in this famous scene; for the 
present I would only remark that throughout the 
whole of it the characteristic of Aeschylus is 
dignity or majesty (aenvoTris). Here it is dignity 
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of character; later on, majesty of diction and of 
stage dress. The chief difficulty in using the scene 
for our present purpose is that it aims at contrast¬ 
ing Aeschylus with a later stage of tragedy where¬ 
as we want to contrast him with something earlier. 
We want to see what he did to tragedy, not how 
subsequent poets did something different. 

In the first place, then, Aeschylus made 

tragedy aeiavov. 

In the second place, he took part in the general 
technical development of tragedy. About this 
subject Aristotle has some very characteristic re¬ 
marks to make. He conceives the history of 
tragedy as an evolution or development towards 
the attainment of a natural end or perfection. 
And this perfection of form he regards as having 
been reached before his own time. ‘Tragedy’, he 
says, ‘began no doubt from improvisations. It 
advanced little by little, as the artists made such 
improvements as they could think of’: or literally, 
‘drew forward as much of it as they could see’. 
(That is to say, by implication: the perfect form 
of tragedy existed potentially, and the artists 
caught glimpses from time to time of what it 
might be, and ‘drew forward’ or ‘brought out’ 
what they saw.) He continues: ‘It was after a long 
series of changes that Tragedy attained its naturd 
form, and changed no more.’ Evidently it did 
not reach that perfect form in the hands of 
Aeschylus, because he continues: ‘The number of 



17 


CREATOR 


OF Tragedy 


actors was increased to two instead of one by 
Aeschylus, who also reduced the importance of the 
Chorus and made the dialogue take the leading 
part, A third actor and scenery were due to 
Sophocles.’ 

There is some difficulty about these last words, 
because Aeschylus certainly does sometimes use 
three actors and very emphatically he uses scenic 
effects. One can only suppose that Aristotle 
means that Sophocles was the first to use three 
actors, though Aeschylus followed his example, 
and that the kind of scenery which was standard¬ 
ized in Aristotle’s time was due to Sophocles, 
This last point leads to some extremely interesting 
results, in which Greek drama shows a contrast 
to Elizabethan. Whereas on the whole Shake¬ 
speare, like Ibsen, gets bolder as he goes on, and 
makes greater and greater demands on his scene- 
painters, Greek drama seems to have done the 
opposite. We find Aeschylus groping round for 
great scenic effects and trying bold fantastic ex¬ 
periments which in later days proved not suitable 
for the Greek tragic stage and were discarded in 
favour of a more modest setting. 

A third point of great importance for appreciat¬ 
ing Aeschylus is not stated directly in any ancient 
text, and is not perhaps sufficiently stressed in the 
histories of literature. It is that the Greek 
tragedians as a whole were poets of ideas, and of 
bold ideas; poets like Milton or Shelley or Goethe 
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or Victor Hugo, not like Shakespeare, Scott, 
Ovid, or the Homeric poets. True to the 
religious origin of the Dionysiac Festival, they 
practically always find in the myths which form 
their raw material some deep religious or eternal 
meaning. Tragedy deals with res sacra^ not 
merely in conventional form but in reality. In 
Aeschylus especially, the thoughts about man and 
the world which he had to put forth in his plays 
were an important part of his inspiration; in other 
words, he cared greatly about philosophic or 
religious truth, as well as about beauty, and used 
his art for expounding it. His emotions wefe 
stirred by the world of intellect as well as the 
world of sense and fantasy. 

A contrary conception of Aeschylus is generally 
predominant, I think, and seems to be due to a 
somewhat careless reading of the contest in the 
Frogs. Euripides, as the poet of ideas and of new 
ideas, par excellence^ is there contrasted with 
Aeschylus: and one is liable in consequence to 
think of Aeschylus as the poet of pure poetry, 
uninterested in ideas, or the merely conservative 
poet, whose ideas, if he has any, are old. But I 
believe that the contrast is really between two 
poets who are both of them teachers and thinkers, 
but who represent two different ages, Aeschylus 
represents the ideas, as well as the technique, of 
the age which built up the greatness of Athens 
and created tragedy; Euripides those which. 



CREATOR OF TRAGEDY 19 

coming after the solvent influences of the Sophistic 
movement and the long disillusionment of the 
Peloponnesian War, seemed to Aristophanes to 
point to the fall of Athens and the disintegration 
of tragedy. If Aristophanes had wanted to con¬ 
trast Euripides the sophist-poet with a pure poet 
not interested in philosophy, he would, I think, 
have taken Sophocles, not Aeschylus, for the 
purpose. As it is he deliberately leaves Sophocles 
aside, as ewoAov \xkv euKoXov eKei, a being 

unruffled by these disputations. 

Let us try then to notice in Aeschylus these 
three characteristics: first, his gift of Semnoth^ 
bringing greatness or majesty where it was not 
before; next, his bold experimentation in stage 
technique in directions which were not followed 
afterwards by classical tragedy; and thirdly, his 
intellectual vividness as a thinker stirred by great 
ideas. 

To begin with the first of these, we may take 
the Prometheus Bound and consider what raw 
niaterial Aeschylus found to his hand when he 
set to work to make that tragedy. He would find 
his material chiefly in the local Athenian worship 
of a petty daemon called Prometheus, who was a 
trade patron of the potters and the smiths. We 
know that he was worshipped together with 
Hephaistos at a common altar, which is some¬ 
times called simply ‘the Altar of Prometheus , 
partly because he was the older of the two, partly 
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no doubt because it was the only one he had, 
whereas Hephaistos had many.* The chief inci¬ 
dent in his worship was a torch-race at the feast 
called Tromethia’ or ‘Hephaistia’. The torches 
were lit at the Altar of Eros at the entrance of 
the Academy. The race started from the Altar 
of Prometheus. It went through the inner and 
outer Kerameikos, or Potters’ Quarter, and 
home. 

P We find thus (i) that Prometheus is a local fire- 
god, patron of certain trades; (2) that he was 
‘older’, i.e, more primitive, than Hephaistos, but 
that otherwise they were closely akin. Both, for 
instance, are said to have taught men the use of 
fire, to have been founders of human culture, to 
have delivered Athena from the head of Zeus.* 
Again, Prometheus, like Hephaistos, was one of 
the Kabeiroi, who were primitive phallic daemons 
and generally dwarfs. They were connected with 
‘mysteries’, that is, with the somewhat undignified 
and primitive initiation ceremonies of the indi¬ 
genous population.^ 

So far we are on safe ground, but we may, by 
conjecture, reach a little farther. It is extremely 
common in Greek mythology to find that a legend 
has taken its rise from the misinterpretation of 

* KOlv^) pdais Schol. Soph. O.C. 57; Paus, i. 30. 2. 

* Harpoc. AoiittAs; Di(^. v, 74; Hym. Horn, 20; Eur. lon ^ 455. 

^ The objects found at the Kabeiros sanctuary near Thebes are in a 
style of broad humour and caricature* (Frazer). Paus. is. 25. 6. 
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some work of art.* The smith-god Hephaistos 
was represented with a hammer and chain. What 
can they mean? The myth-maker idly turns 
them into a story. They are for use upon 
Hephaistos’ altar-companion Prometheus, who 
was a Titan, i.e. a god of the older dynasty con¬ 
quered by Zeus, and therefore likely to receive 
some kind of punishment. Hence he is Pro¬ 
metheus Desmotesy Prometheus Bound. But as ‘Fire- 
God’ Hephaistos or Prometheus had perhaps also 
an eagle with him, a regular symbol of fire. 
‘Why an eagle?’ asks the legend-maker. Pre¬ 
sumably the eagle is there to devour Prometheus 
as part of his punishment. But further, if he is 
punished, he must have done something wrong. 
The same question arises as about Sisyphus, 
Tantalus, Salmoneus, and other well-known sin¬ 
ners. They must have been very bad because we 
know of their sufferings in Tartarus, but, un¬ 
fortunately, no one is quite sure what they did. 
One suggestion is based on the fact that Pro¬ 
metheus was represented as carrying fire hidden 
in a hollow reed. That is, he taught men how to 
make fire by twisting a hard stick rapidly round 
and round inside a soft reed or bulrush. (It may 
he noticed in passing that Dr. Kuhn has pointed 
out that the name Prometheus is a correct Greek 
derivative from the Sanskrit Pramantha which 

* See Reinach’s famous article on ‘Sisyphe aux Enfers et quelques 
autres Damn^s’, Cu/fes, Mythes et ReltgionSy ii. 159 ff* 
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means Tire-stick\ If so, of course the word has 
been worked over in Greek, so as to seem like 
‘forethinker’, and the Torethinker’ has been pro¬ 
vided with a brother ‘Epimetheus’, the ‘After¬ 
thinker’.) Now, why did he hide fire in a 
reed ? If he hid it he must have been stealing 
it. But why did he want to steal it at all? The 
reason is simple. As a potter, he had moulded 
man out of clay, and he wanted to put the fire of 
life inside him;* making him ‘like a god, knowing 
good and evil’; and of course Zeus would not 
stand that. Then again, since he was a fire-god, 
he probably originated the custom of burnt sacri¬ 
fice. Now the arrangement of a Greek burnt 
sacrifice was rather peculiar. The gods received 
the bones and the superfluous fat while the wor¬ 
shippers themselves consumed the flesh. Clearly 
the worshippers had the best of it. How was Zeus 
ever induced to accept such an arrangement? 
Clearly it was Prometheus himself who deceived 
him. It was just the sort of thing for a cunning 
fire-dwarf to do; and so, of course, Zeus punished 
him. That is the material that Aeschylus found in 
the local cult and, as far as we can conjecture, in 
the local folk-tales. 

What was there if he looked beyond ? The 

* This form of the story is implied in Hesiod and assured by the 
connexion of the Promethia with the Kcrameikos: cf. Ar. yfv. 686 irAAtr- 
ncrra 7rV|Aou; else the first explicit authority is Erinna 4 (if genuine), 
cf. Phaedr, iv. 14A. Hor. Carm. i. iii is the first mention of his adding 
fire, i.e. soul, to the clay, but this must have been in the original story. 
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Story of Prometheus was told in more or less 
canonical form by Hesiod. If we read it, we shall 
find that in the main it is the same story of this 
old patron of the potters, the cunning smith and 
fireworker, though it is told in a sort of mock- 
heroic language, which uses all the sonorous 
epithets and periphrases of the Homeric style. 
It is difficult at this distance of time to know how 
far this Hesiodic magniloquence was intended to 
be ornamental, or how far it was really meant to 
raise a smile. But one is certainly reminded of 
Aristotle’s phrase about the Ae^is ysAoia, the 
laughable diction’ from which tragedy began.^ 

When gods and mortal men were at strife in 
Mek6n^, Prometheus with eager heart set forth a great 
ox which he had divided so as to deceive the mind of 
Zeus. The flesh and entrails rich in fat he covered 
with the paunch and put them inside the hide, but the 
white bones of the ox he laid out cunningly covered 
with gleaming fat. Then said the Father of gods and 
men: “Friend, how unfairly thou hast divided the 
portions 1” And crafty Prometheus answered, gently 
smiling, while he forgot not his cunning: “O Zeus, 
most great and glorious of the immortal gods, choose 
whichever of them thy spirit bids.” And Zeus with 
oth hands took up the gleaming fat. And there 
Was wrath in his breast, yea, rage fell upon his spirit, 
^ on he saw the white bones of the ox in that cun- 

device. (And from that time forth the race of 
^an doth burn to the gods on their fragrant altars 
^ 0 bones of the victims.) Then spake Zeus the cloud- 

Hesiod. Tkeog. 536 ff., but cf. the whole passage 5-20—616. 
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gatherer in heavy wrath; “Son of lapetos, who knowest 
devices beyond all, thou hast not forgotten yet thy 
guileful way.” 

'And thereafter, ever remembering that craft, he 
gave not to unhappy men* the force of unwearied fire; 
but the good Prometheus outwitted him, by steal¬ 
ing the far gleam of untiring fire in a hollow reed. 
And Zeus the high-thunderer was stung within him, 
and wrath was in his heart when he saw among 
men the gleam of fire far-visible. And straightway, 
to make up for the fire, he made an evil thing for 
man. . . . [Then comes an account of Pandora, the 
woman.] Thus it is not possible to deceive or out¬ 
strip the mind of Zeus; for not even the Son of lapetos, 
the benefactor Prometheus, escaped his heavy wrath, 
but perforce for all his subtlety great bonds hold him 
down.*^ 

The story of Pandora is told more fully in the 
Works and Days? Prometheus stole the fire and 
gave it to man, 

* Reading peX^oiai in default of a satisfactory explanation of 

li€X{i3ai. 

^ A little earlier comes the account of his punishment, 520 ff. ‘He 
bound in harsh fetters Prometheus of many wiles, in cruel bondage, 
driving a stake through his midst, and set upon him a long-winged 
eagle. It devoured his liver, which was immortal, and during the night 
there grew as much as the long-winged bird had eaten in all the day. 
Him the bold son of Alcmena (Heracles) slew, and warded off the 
fell affliction from Prometheus and set him free from his pains, not 
against the will of Zeus the high counsellor, who sought that the fame 
of Theban Heracles should be wider yet over the bounteous earth.’ 
The words \xi<jov kIov’ ^Xdoacts might also mean ‘driving him 
through the middle of a (wooden) post*, i.e. making fire a prisoner 
inside the wood. The story would no doubt be clearer to us if we 
knew what the figure on the ‘common altar’ was like, 

3 Hes. £r^a, 42 ff., esp. 59 ff. 
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‘To him in wrath spoke the cloud-compeller; “Son 
of lapetos, crafty beyond all, art thou glad that thou 
hast stolen fire and beguiled my heart, a deed that 
means great evil to thee and to men hereafter? To 
make up for fire I will give them an evil thing, wherein 
they shall rejoice, hugging their own bane.” 

‘So spake the Father of gods and men, and laughed 
aloud; and he bade the famous Hephaistos with all 
speed mix earth and water, and put into it human voice 
and strength and make it like an immortal goddess to 
look upon, a lovely maiden shape; and he bade Athena 
teach it woman*s works and the weaving of subtle 
webs; and the golden Aphrodite to pour delight about 
its head and heavy longing and cares that consume the 
limbs; and Hermes the Argos-slayer to put therein a 
dog*s mind and the heart of a thief.* 

Then follows the acceptance of Pandora by Epi- 
metheus, and the obscure story of the casket 
which she opened, 

Thus, the story which lay before Aeschylus 
tells of a contest of wits between Zeus and the 
cunning old fire-daemon, in which of course Zeus 
has the last word. Prometheus deceives Zeus in 
the division of the burnt sacrifice; Zeus says there 
shall be no more burnt sacrifices and takes away 
fire from man. Prometheus steals fire for man 
in a hollow reed*; that is, when there is no visible 
fire left anywhere in the world, he knows that 
there is really fire hidden in the-soft wood of a 
reed if you rub it enough with a fire-stick; Zeus 
then says, ‘You have given men fire, I will give 

4(68 
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them something worse than fire’,^ and gave them 
the first woman. It is all on the level of common 
folk-lore, light myth-making combined with the 
misinterpretation of the old fire-daemon s attri¬ 
butes as marks of punishment. 

Now what does Aeschylus make of this very 

trivial and unimpressive story ? 

He drops the undignified quarrel about the 
dividing of the burnt sacrifice. He drops the 
rustic wit about Pandora. The only relic of her 
is a couplet (252 f.) which mentions that Pro¬ 
metheus saved men from ‘thoughts of death’. How? 

PROM. Blind hopes I planted in their hearts to dwell. 
CHOR. A blessed thing for lives so miserable. 

The whole ground of strife is that Prometheus 
gave man fire, and we soon find that it was not 
ordinary fire, but fire from heaven. 

But Prometheus himself had first to be trans¬ 
figured. He was a Titan, a god of the older 
generation; but these older gods have been trans¬ 
formed from mere undignified phallic daemons 
into something dark and great. If they were con¬ 
quered, it was because they were too ancient and 
simple-minded to stand against the deep-laid plots 
of their young conqueror. Prometheus, however, 
was different from the rest: he was the Fore¬ 
thinker; he saw that Zeus with his power of in¬ 
tellect must prevail, and tried to warn his brethren: 

* Cf. EuT./r. 429 AvtI TTUpds ydp 6AA0 TTvp iaeTjov JpAdorouEV 
ywaTKEs, ttoAO AuapoxcbTepov. 
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But no power to me was given 
To move the brood Titanic, born of Earth 
And Sky. All crooked thoughts they turned to mirth 
In their great hearts, and thought full easily 
By strength to conquer all. 

Prometheus gave up the attempt and supported 
Zeus in the great war. At the end of it, when Zeus 
had settled accounts with his divine enemies, he 
looked about him and saw with disgust the race 
of men, so blind, so suffering and futile, and 
determined to wipe them out of existence. Pro¬ 
metheus loved mankind and resolved to save 
them. To do so he stole the fire of heaven and 
gave it to man: the fire without gave man mastery 
over every art and craft, the fire within gave him 
a soul. Man had, as it were, eaten of the tree 
of knowledge and a heavenward road lay open 
before him. For that Zeus chained Prometheus 
in eternal bondage to a crag in the Scythian 
desert, his breast transfixed by a blade of adamant. 

The play begins with a scene where Hephaistos, 
with Zeus’ two attendant daemons. Might and 
Force, is sent to bind him. 

MIGHT 

Here on the world’s last verge our feet are set, 

The Scythian’s zone, unearthly, desolate. 

Hephaistos, now bethink thee of the charge 
Our father on thee laid, against the marge 
Of this sky-piercing precipice to bind 
In gyves of adamant and bondage blind 
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This Wrecker of the Law. ’Twas he who stole 
Fire, thine own glory, fire which is the soul 
Of every art, and flung to men away. 

For which sin to all heaven he needs must pay 
Atonement, till he learn our Master s plan 
To accept, and cease this love for mortal man. 

HEPHAISTOS 

O Force and Might, to you the word of Jove 
Is all in all. Against it naught may move. 

But my heart sickens, in this craggy high 
And tempest-riven gulf to crucify 
A god, my kinsman. . . . Yet I needs must find 
The heart to do it. Woe to him whose mind 
Shrinks from its task beneath the eternal eyesi . . . 

{Turning to prometheu 

O Child of Themis, meek as she was wise, 

Thou dreamer all too daring, though my heart 
Is loath as thine, I shall perform my part, 

Aye, and in bonds of brass indissoluble 
Nail thee against this life-deserted hill, 

Where never face of man, nor voice, nor name 
Shall reach thee; scorched in the mid-day flame 
Thy scaling flesh shall blacken. Thou shalt cry 
For spangle-sleeved Night to veil that eye 
Of fire, shalt cry again for dawn to fold 
Back from thy limbs night’s agonies of cold. 

Alway the present pain shall be the one 
Most hated; and redeemer hast thou none. 

Lo, the reward of all thy love for man! 

Thou, born of Heaven, hast heeded not the ban 
Of Heaven, but given a power beyond the right 
To them that perish. Therefore, day and night, 
This joyless crag alway shall cradle thee, 

Erect, not closing eye nor bending knee. 
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Aye, many a groan and cry shalt utter there, 

All fruitless; Jove’s heart listeth not to prayer. . . 

But conquerors all are hard in the early days. 

The whole difference of atmosphere is manifest. 
The transfiguration has taken place. 

In detail it will be noticed that Aeschylus has 
made some small changes. He has added to Zeus 
the two ministers or attendants who, in another 
passage of the Theogony (385ff.), are said never 
to leave him, wherever he moves or sits. They 
are Kratos and Bia, Kratos meaning Might or 
Victory, and Bia Force or Violence. Aeschylus 
accepts them as the true emblems of the tyrant. 

At a later point he introduces to the story a new 
figure, strange, romantic, and perhaps mystical, 
who seems at first sight to have nothing to do with 
it. This is the horned Moon-maiden, lo, daughter 
of Inachus, pursued by the lust of Zeus, driven 
over the world by the stings of a gad-fly, by mad¬ 
dening music, and by the ghost of the hundred¬ 
eyed Argos ever on the watch to see that she shall 
not escape. She comes at last to where Prome¬ 
theus hangs in chains, and we recognize her as his 
fellow victim. 


10 

What land ? What people ? Who is he 
Whom thus in bridle-curb of stone 
I see storm-beaten ? . . . What hast done 
So dire that here they torture thee ? 

Answer; and say to what strange zone 
I have wandered in my misery. 



30 


AESCHYLUS 


Ah, Ah! 

Again some gad-fly blade 
Stabs me. Ah, ghost of earth-born Argos, back! 

Hold him, O Mother Earth! I am afraid. 

There with a thousand eyes 
He comes . . . on, on. Craf^ty he is and black. 

And though he is dead, long dead, he never lies 
Quiet in the grave. He still will rise, will rise, 

Up from the dead, a bloodhound, hunting me 
Along the sands, beside the starving sea. 

I cannot sleep. The wax-enwoven reed 
Pipes on. Oh, whither do these wild ways lead, 

So far, so far,'* What sin, 

O Thou Eternal, didst thou find in me. 

What wickedness within, 

To bind on me this yoke of agony 
And madness; and my head 
Pierced with this stabbing dread ? 

Oh, kill me! Burn me with thy fire; or heap 
Earth on my lips, or fling me to the deep 
To feed the monsters there! 

Have mercy, Master, on thy servant’s prayer! 

I am so heavy-laden 

With weariness, and know not where to fly 
From this long misery. 

Oh, hear me; it is I, thy hornM Maiden! 

Last but not least important, Aeschylus makes 
use of a story told at the beginning of the Theo~ 
gony about the successive kings who have ruled 
Heaven and been displaced by their sons. The 
story is clearly derived from the traditional Year- 
cult. First Ouranos is king; then he is overthrown 
by a son stronger than himself, Kronos. Then 
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Kronos in turn is overthrown by his son Zeus, 
Now Zeus reigns, but is that the end of the story ? 
In Hesiod there is nothing more. Butin Aeschylus 
Prometheus has learnt from his mother, the Pro¬ 


phetess Themis or Gaia—‘many names for one 
eternal form’—the secret on which the reign of 
Zeus depends. If Zeus carries out his purpose of 
wedding the sea-spirit Thetis, he will fall, because 
it is fated that Thetis shall bear a son greater than 
his father. By adding this factor Aeschylus gives 
Prometheus a weapon which, in the end, if he 


can hold out, will give him the victory over Zeus. 

It is the will to endure pitted against the will to 
crush. 


Prometheus pours out his heart to the Chorus 
when alone with them.^ 


I swear that yet, for all his stubborn pride, 

Zeus shall bow low his head. There is a bride 
He WOOS and wins; and, winning, shall be hurled 
From that high throne and sceptre of the world 
To darkness. Then the curse shall be complete 
Which, falling conquered from the aeonian seat, 
Our father, Kronos, spake. To avert that hour 
Is mine alone; no other god hath power: 

I know what comes and how. So let him there 
Sit joyous, trusting in the thunder-blare 
hat rolls on high, and ever in his hand 
rasping the death-fire of his levin-brand: 
all these avail him on that day when he 

Must fall, dishonoured, irrecoverably 
To the great deep ? 

’ 907 ff- 
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He answers the threats of Hermes, the messen¬ 
ger of Zeus, with defiance (953 ff*)' 

Aye, haughty-lipped thy speech, and thy heart brave 
With boasting, as befits the Olympians’ slave. 

I read you well, young gods and new in power, 

And dreaming, throned in a griefless tower 
To reign for evermore. Have I not known 
From that same tower two monarchs overthrown ? 

And yet the third shall know, in shame most dire, 

Most sudden. Thinkest thou I dread the ire 
Of these young gods, or cower to them } Not so. 

Begone the way thou earnest! Thou shalt know 
From me no word of what thou cjuestionest. 

In answer Zeus hurls him to the abyss. 

That is perhaps enough to illustrate our first 
point, how in the ‘little myths and ridiculous 
diction’ which lay before him Aeschylus found 
deeper values and a hidden majesty: how he built 
great words into towers* and produced tragedy. 

But the Prometheus does not stand alone in this 
respect. The actual ideas of Aeschylus in the P rome- 
theus and his solution of the strife between God 
and man’s conscience will be considered later, 
lo herself can provide us with another example of 
this transfiguration. 

The very earliest Greek play that has come to 
us, the Suppliant Women^ is based on just such 
another piece of half-childish, half-humorous folk¬ 
lore, It is one of those stories whose childishness 
uiakes a Greek scholar feel puzzled and slightly 
ashamed. The way in which I can understand 
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such folk-tales best is by imagining the peasants 
in their villages lying idly in the sun, or sitting 
round the fire at night, and letting their fancies 
roam, as they talked over all the questions that 
were suggested by natural phenomena, by old 
customs, or by the many heroic works of art and 
architecture that remained from the great days 
of the Minoan or Mycenaean empires (Cf. note 
on p. 233), They watched the horned Moon 
flying across the sky through hurrying clouds... . 
lo they called her in Argos. . . . What was she, 
and why did she fly so fast? A horned maiden, 
obviously; or perhaps a cow, or both; she fled 
from some pursuer, doubtless an unwelcome lover; 
perhaps from Zeus, the great Bull-god. One could 
see her hiding behind the clouds, but she could 
never stay hidden because of the stars, the 

innumerable, pitiless, passionless eyes 
from which there was no escape. The explanation 
is that of the Greeks themselves, not the conjecture 
of a modern mythologist. 

Other fables came, as suggested above, from 
fanciful misinterpretations of the monuments of 
ancient kings, the terrible aliens who had once 
been tyrants in Hellas. Our peasants could see on 
Acro-Corinth, where a citadel had been built on 
the top of a very steep hill, a sculpture, like certain . 
Assyrian sculptures, showing the great builder 
Sisyphus planting his stone on the crest of the hill. 
Doubtless it was his punishment; for ever he must 
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push up that monstrous Stone, and at the end it will 
always roll down. Another great king, Tantalus, 
is shown sitting in his beautiful garden under the 
fruit trees; what punishment was that.? Ah, you 
may notice the fruit is just out of his reach, he can 
never touch it; there is water beneath him, but 
will it be there if he stoops to it ? No, he will never 
drink. Similarly, there were female figures, the 
Daughters of Danaus, who were representatives 
of the innumerable streams that watered the marsh 
of Argolis; like other river-gods, they were sculp¬ 
tured as carrying urns from which the water ran. 
That too was turned in the peasant’s fancy into a 
punishment: an eternal carrying of water in per¬ 
forated vessels, from which the water eternally 
slipped away: endless labour unavailing. 

What had all these sinners done to deserve such 
hard sentences ? Just as with Prometheus, you will 
find the answers rather shifting and uncertain. 
They must have done something very bad; that 
is clear; but the tradition is never quite certain 
what it was. They betrayed a secret of Zeus, they 
boasted against the gods, they gave somebody his 
son’s flesh to eat, they murdered their husbands: 
who knows.? No doubt they deserved all they got. 

Danaus, coming from Egypt, was the culture 
hero of Argolis. His chief title to fame is that he 
‘found the land parched and madeitwell watered’.^ 


* "Apyos fivuipov ^6v A(itvaos irolriotv Evu^pov Hes. fr. 24 Rzach, or 
as Strabo has it, ''Apyos 6vuipov §6v Accvaol O^ctov *Apyos £wipov. 
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He did this by means of his daughters, who were 
rivulets, many rivulets—in round numbers, say, 
fifty. The waters of the Argive marsh were stag¬ 
nant and sterile until he had them, as it were, 
wedded and made fruitful by channelling, as the 
Egyptians made the Delta fruitful by channelling 
the waters of the Nile. 

In this or some similar way we obtain the folk¬ 
lore myth that the fifty Sons of the Nile or of 
Egypt pursued the fifty Daughters of Danaus, and 
the latter hated them and eventually somehow 
killed them and threw their heads or bodies into 
the marsh and so made it fruitful. And Danaus 
quickly procured other husbands for them by 
offering them, without bride-price, as prizes in 
a foot-race P 


All this is fairly trivial; and it is not much 
helped by being tied up with the myth of lo. 
Danaus and his daughters are really descended 
from her, and when they come from Egypt to 
Argos are really returning to their own country. 
It is hard to imagine a less promising material for 
any sort of serious fiction, to say nothing of a great 
tragedy. Yet a tragedy is what Aeschylus makes 
of it. The initial absurdity of the fifty sons and 
fifty daughters hardly troubles him: for the early 


tragic chorus regularly consisted of fifty, and at 
the time of the Supplices tragedy was still little 


niore than a choral dance. His play becomes a 


* Pindar, Pyth, ix. 112 ff., who treats the story jestingly. 
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Choral Dance of Woman pursued by Man; pur¬ 
sued by unloved and violent Man, and therefore 
determined to die rather than submit. There is 
no individual anywhere. It is just Woman against 
Man, Woman asserting her right to her own body, 
proclaiming that the violation of that right is one 
of the eternal and unpardonable wrongs, and at 
last defending her honour by killing the would-be 
ravisher. And how does lo come in? Chiefly to 
deepen the issue; to show that these women are 
not the first women who have had to face the same 
trial, nor will they be the last. The Danaids only 
‘wander in the print of ancient feet’. Their ances¬ 
tress lo was pursued in the same way by Zeus 
himself; generations of women have endured the 
same lot. This wrong is only part of the mystery 
of the world. The Danaids are ready for death 
rather than for submission, yet they know, and 
their handmaids warn them, that the odds are 
against them. 

About lo and her problem there will be more 
to say in a later chapter; but, apart from lo, one 
may say that, in dealing with this childish piece 
of folk-lore, Aeschylus has selected one element 
only, brushing the rest aside, as he brushed aside 
the quarrel of Zeus and Prometheus about the 
burnt sacrifice, and in that one element has found 
or imagined one of the great fundamental prob¬ 
lems of human life. That is Semnotes, 



CHAPTER II 


THE STAGE TECHNIQUE OF AESCHYLUS: 
EXPERIMENTS, MECHANAI, TERATEIA 

T he classic stage of the fifth century settled 
down towards the end of the life of Aeschylus 
into a fairly uniform convention. Skenographia^ 
which seems to mean ‘scene painting’, is said to 
have been introduced by Sophocles, but, if we 
understand the word aright, was certainly used in 
the last trilogy of Aeschylus. The back wall of 
the stage, which was at the same time the front 
wall of the booth (oxrivfi) in which the actors 
dressed, was made to represent the front of a 
dwelling-place—palace or temple or hut—with a 
large door in the middle and two smaller doors 
at the sides. On each side of this front there 
were arrangements called TtepiccKToi or revolving 
doors, indicating the kind of scene—city, sea, or 
mountains—in which it stood. In later times the 
palace front might be decorated, as Vitruvius says, 
with columns, pediments, and statues, to give it 
an air of richness and dignity, and it had usually 
some form of gallery or upper story: but there 
was little or no attempt at what we call scenic 
effect. The background was merely a back¬ 
ground; the effect of the drama was left to the 
actors and the words they spoke. One may com¬ 
pare the stage of Racine and Corneille, and that 
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which was usual in England and France in the 
eighteenth century. The Greek drama in its 
middle period was content with a %zv^x^s6phrosyne 
or temperance in the use of scenery, and did not 
rely on the stage carpenter for effects of romance 
or terror. It also eschewed the use of [xr\xav(x\y 
or ‘machines’; and when Euripides in his more 
romantic plays reintroduced them, the Comic 
writers immediately made them a subject for jokes. 

What is not often realized is that, before settling 
down to this discreet form, tragedy had made 
much more ambitious experiments. Aeschylus 
used mkhanai with much greater boldness than 
Euripides. In his Psychostasta^ or Soul-Weig/iing, 
for instance, he showed Zeus in heaven weighing 
the lives or fates of Memnon and Achilles, while 
the mothers of the two heroes, Eos and Thetis, 
floated in air beside the balance; later on in the 
same play Eos descended from a kind of crane 
and carried off the body of Memnon. But let us 
look in detail at the scenic devices that are implied 
in the Prometheus. 

In the first place, there is a definite attempt at 
producing by means of the scenery an effect of 
romantic terror. Prometheus is bound to a wild 
rock at the end of the world; it is a ‘towering 
precipice’. It is above a‘tempest-riven gulf’. And, 
in the language of the stage, the rock is ‘practi¬ 
cable’; that is to say, it is really there, and when it 
is hurled by lightning into the abyss it really goes. 
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There seems to have been just sufficient room for 
this in the old theatre of Dionysus. The gigantic 
figure of the Titan is crucified against the rock. 
How was this done ? 

It seems probable, in spite of the objections 
raised by Mazon and others,^ that the object nailed 
upon the rock was a wooden structure and not a 
man. It was motionless: ‘Upright, not closing eye 
nor bending knee’ ( 1 . 32). It was gigantic. When 
Hephaistos has fixed a bond round its chest, 
Kratos bids him ‘Climb down’, or at any rate ‘Go 
down’ (xd^pei Korrco), in order to put the fetters 
round its ankles (74). It was fixed in a way not 
suited for a human being. A wedge of ‘biting 
adamant’ is driven right through its breast to pin 
it to the rock (65). Nails, or piercing gyves, are 
driven with a hammer through its feet (76). And 
one may notice that the magnificent silence of 
Prometheus during the scene while his tormentors 
are present, and his still more magnificent burst 
into speech when left alone (88), seem on this 
hypothesis to be nicely suited to stage conveni¬ 
ences. There are only two actors. They represent 
Hephaistos and Kratos—the other daemon does 
not speak—who nail the victim to the rock and 
depart; then one actor comes into the wooden 
figure and speaks for Prometheus. 

A towering crag over a gulf, and a gigantic 
figure crucified against it: that is the permanent 

* Mazon, Eschyli, i. 151. 
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scene. Next, there is a lavish use of mhhanau 
The Chorus of the Daughters of Ocean enter 
flying; their approach is heralded by a sound of 
great wings in the air; Prometheus is filled with 
fear at the sound, doubtless because it suggests the 
eagle which he knows will sooner or later come 
to prey upon him. Then the Oceanides enter 

through the air on a winged car (125-35). 

At what level must we suppose them to enter ? 
They converse freely with Prometheus, and there¬ 
fore must probably be nearer to his head than his 
feet. Furthermore, at the end of the play, when 
in return for his defiance Prometheus is hurled, 
crag and all, down to the abyss, they are warned 
to stand clear lest the lightning strike them or the 
roar of the thunder drive them mad (1061). Their 
answer is to defy the tortures, and casting away 
all thoughts of safety, cling to him whom they 
love (1017-20). The thunderbolt strikes, and 
they sink with Prometheus to the deep. Therefore 
presumably they were actually on the crag with 
him. Thus they certainly enter at a high level; 
and if they alight, must alight on the crag; they 
are on the crag when it is cast into Hades: whether 
in the meantime they go down to their normal 
place in the orchestra or no it does not at first sight 
seem possible to decide. 

But let us look closer: at line 274 Prometheus 
bids them ‘alight on the ground’ (tr^^oi pSoai), 
and at lines 281 ff., after some conversation with 
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Prometheus, they announce that they are going 
to leave the winged car and ‘the air where the 
great birds pass’ and set foot upon ‘this rocky 
land’. Immediately afterwards their father Okea- 
nos himself enters. He, like his daughters, enters 
through the air, being mounted in fact on a flying 
griffin, and there is no reason to suppose that he 
ever descends from it during his short scene. But 
the curious thing is that, though his daughters are 
there, he says no word to them nor they to him, 
and there is no sign that they see each other. The 
thought suggests itself that perhaps the winged 
car and the flying griffin balanced one another 
at opposite ends of a double crane, and that as 
Okeanos was swung on to the stage his daughters 
by mechanical necessity were swung off. How¬ 
ever, when Okeanos departs, we find them some¬ 
where stationary, singing their first Stasimon 
(399)* One would suppose that they had come 
down to terra Jirma^ that is, to the orchestra below 
the rock, where the Chorus normally belongs. 
Perhaps, as Wilamowitz thinks, there is some con¬ 
clusion to be drawn from the fact that at line 436, 
after the first Stasimon, Prometheus apologizes for 
his silence (436-8). 

Think not from pride, nor yet from bitterness 
I am silent.^ 

There has evidently been some pause during 

’ Ui'jTOt ^^okeTte \iT\2t 0fCf6a2{ct 

aiyav pe. 
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which he might have been expected to speak. 
Conceivably it was caused by the necessity of 
bringing the Chorus from the place where the 
mechane had left them to the new position they 

were to occupy. I 

Two other -i5liamcters make entrances and exits 
during the play. Is there any way of settling at 
what level they enter, whether up on the rock 
near the head of the giant figure, or down on the 
level ground of the orchestra ? The first is lo, the 
victim of Zeus. She enters, mad, stung by the 
gad-fly, haunted by the ghost of the watcher 
Argos, whose eyes are stars. She is dancing, and 
she says in so many words that she is ‘driven along 
the sand of the sea-shore’ (573). Clearly, there¬ 
fore, she enters on the level ground, not through 
the air, and performs her dance on the proper 
dancing-floor or orchestra. Yet later on, in the 
course of her conversation with Prometheus, she 
seems to have mounted the rock, for at line 747 
she breaks out: ‘Why should I live Why do I 
not cast myself down from this rugged rock, to be 
dashed to the ground and be rid of my sorrows ?’ 
It is possible of course that she means ‘Why do I 
not climb to the top of this rugged rock and then 
cast myself down’, but the words would more 
naturally suggest that she is on the rock already. 

The second is Hermes. When Hermes comes 
in the last scene to warn Prometheus and then let 
loose the thunderbolts upon him, there is no state- 
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ment made as to how he comes. However, it 
seems fairly clear that he comes through the air 
upon a mechan^. We know that the mechane is 
there, ready for use; Hermes is characteristically 
a flying god, with wings upon his feet; and lastly 
when the storm is about to be let loose Hermes 
warns the Oceanides to move away from the 
danger. Presumably he moves away himself; and 
if so, surely the easiest and most effective method 
of withdrawal is to sweep away through the air 
by which he came. 

I know of no other Greek play which at all 
approaches the Prometheus in this ambitious and 
romantic use of stage devices. The Greek word 
for it is terateia (Tspcrreia), an untranslatable term 
derived from Tspas, a ‘marvel’ or ‘portent’. It is 
a style which makes a constant appeal to the 
sense of the marvellous. We may note that when 
Aristotle seeks instances of terateia^ he cites ‘the 
Phorkides and Prometheus and those that take 
place in Hades’,^ The gigantic figure, the fly¬ 
ing car, the griffin, the horned Moon-maiden, 
the storm, and the thunder-riven rock that sinks 
into the abyss, make up a great sum total of 

marvellousness’. 

Ar. Poet, 1456% TO TEpocrwies, olov a! re OopKlieg koI ITpoiATi- 
Kal foa tv *A(iou. So most editors; Bywater prefers t6 Ttrap- 
Tov 6vj^i5 (the fourth element is spectacle), which is nearer the MS. 
ut not so suitable in sense. Cf. the ancient Life of Aeschylus, toTs t6 

y P 6y£CTi Kai toTs |a06ois 'irp6s TEpctrcbiTi [jiaAAov •iTp6s <5aT&- 

i^xpuTon. 
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To T£porTc 52 i£S is Aristotle’s phrase: eKTiAq^iS Tepa- 
-T<k>'^T]s ('a marvelling amazement’) is the phrase 
specially used in the ancient Life of Aeschylus, 
when explaining that he aimed at producing this 
effect rather than realistic ‘illusion’ (oarcnTi). We 
have no other example of this style in our remains 
of Greek tragedy; and I cannot help connecting 
with it the equally unexampled treatment of the 
lyrics and the dancing. Westphal in 1868 pointed 
out the peculiarities of the Prometheus in this re¬ 
spect: the monodies of Prometheus and of lo; the 
brevity of the actual Choral songs; and the amazing 
arrangement by which the Chorus remains either 
flying on a machine or stationary on a crag, while 
the real dancing is done by a single figure, lo. 
Westphal argued rightly that such treatment of 
the Chorus was utterly unlike what we find in the 
rest of Aeschylus; so it is. But it is equally unlike 
Sophocles and Euripides and every remnant of 
Greek drama that we possess, and nothing is 
gained by calling it ‘post-Aeschylean’,or arguing, 
with Bethe, that it must be later than the inven¬ 
tions of 420 B.c. The peculiarity is not a matter 
of date. It must, I think, be a matter of style; it 
must be that the ‘marvellous style’ (to Tepocrco^^es 
sl^os) added to its effects of abnormality by an 
abnormal treatment of the dances and conse¬ 
quently of the lyrics. The language of the Pro¬ 
metheus lyrics is quite markedly Aeschylean; no 
one that we know of after 456 b.c, ever wrote 
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again like that.^ The metres have nothing very- 
peculiar about them except, perhaps, the curious 
sequence of different metres in Prometheus’ mono¬ 
logue 93—128. There we havefirst iambics 88-92, 
then anapaests 93—100, then iambics again 101- 
13; then lyrical iambics 114—19, then anapaests 
again. And one must remember that the figure 
of Prometheus is stationary all the time. The 
changes are very curious, and must have some 
dramatic purpose. I would suggest that they are 
meant to convey the effect of a series of long 
solitary periods of waiting better than could be 
done in a single continuous speech. But, however 
that may be, I think we are safe in saying that 
this unexampled treatment of the Chorus and the 
lyrics, occurring in the play which is our only 
example of the ‘marvellous style’, is most naturally 
to be regarded as a mark of that style. 

To return to the mhhanai as the most obvious 
instruments of terateia^ we may notice that Aes¬ 
chylus tried something of the same sort in one or 
two of the lost plays. In the Psychostasia^ or 
Memnon-trilogy, there were m‘echanai carrying at 
least three gods and two souls.^ In the Perseus 
trilogy that hero entered flying through the air. 
In the PiUropa or Pares the brothers Sleep and 

(547) oOV ^ 2 ^px 0 tis 6 Xiyo 2 pavtav &kikuv i(T 6 vetpov ... or 
(898) Tappco y6cp dorspycftvopa TrapSevIav glaopwo* *loOs dpoXcarro- 
l^ctv iucrrrXdvois ’Hpas dXarelais udvoov. 

^ See above, p. 38, and cf. the Life^ § 14. 
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Death flew down to carry the dead body of Sar- 
pedon back to his home in Lycia. After that the 
use of mhhanai seems to have gone out. There is 
nothing unusual in this. It often happens that a 
more critical age rejects the crude ingenuities 
which have dazzled its predecessor. The Eliza¬ 
bethans did not, I think, use in serious drama the 
angels suspended from the roof which were used 
and doubtless admired in medieval liturgical plays. 
The stage of Dryden would not admit heroes 
riding on Elizabethan hobby-horses. The rather 
fascinating phenomenon called ‘Pepper’s ghost’, 
produced by having a real figure below the stage 
reflected in a large sheet of plain glass on the stage, 
suspended at the proper angle, had a great success 
when first introduced, but was quickly dropped 
in the next generation and is almost unknown to 
modern actors. I suspect, therefore, that the am¬ 
bitious mechanai and masks of Aeschylus seemed 
crude and unsatisfying to an age which had a 
higher standard of stage illusion. Euripides re¬ 
vived the aerial mhhane for his gods who spoke 
judgement from on high at the very end of the 
play, where the dramatic illusion was already 
beginning to melt away into mere narrative or 
prophecy. He tried it in his Bellerophon in the 
actual body of the play, but the experiment was 
mocked at and parodied in comedy. It was per¬ 
haps a romantic archaism when he brought Perseus 
through the air on wings in his Andromeda^ but 
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the case was a special one, since it was an essential 
datum of the tradition that Perseus had magic 
wings. He could scarcely have appeared without 
them. 

Doubtless if the machinery at the disposal of a 
fifth-century stage carpenter had been very much 
better than it was, this effort after ‘the marvellous’ 
would have been carried farther. It is perhaps 
fortunate that, in its resolute Sophrosyne^ Greek 
tragedy gave up the effects which it had not the 
means of bringing off successfully, and concentra¬ 
ted on the more inward elements of drama. But 
it is interesting to note how Aeschylus did strive 
in imagination after effects which he could not 
reach; like Shakespeare in King Lear^ like Ibsen 
in John Gabriel Borkman^ both of which plays 
demand of the stage carpenter far more than he 
can give them in the way of storms and mountain 
avalanches and terateia in general. But there is 
also a curious contrast. Shakespeare and Ibsen 
demanded more and more of their instrument as 


they grew older, and eventually strained it to 
breaking-point. I think the same might be said 
of many great modern writers. It is surely charac¬ 


teristic of the Greek genius that Aeschylus began 
by making extravagant demands on scene and 
language and then deliberately reduced them; 
that Euripides wrote a first version of the Hippo- 
lytus full of strong theatrical effects and then in 
an improved second version deliberately threw 
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them away;’ that the early epic poetry was, to 
judge by all the evidence, full of marvels and 
bloody horrors, which have been systematically 
suppressed in our Iliad. In each case the poet 
ultimately attains his end not by Sturm und Drang 
but by an inspired Sophrosyne. 

It was not only in the Prometheus that Aeschy¬ 
lus took a line which was not followed by the con¬ 
ventions of classical tragedy. The Supplices^ or 
Suppliant Women^ is not an example of ‘the mar¬ 
vellous’, but it is the earliest, and in my judgement 
far the earliest, Greek play that has come down 
to us, and is therefore extraordinarily interesting 

* fp9a(v£Tai 24 uorepoj yeypapp 4 vos, t6 yap <5rTTp£7T4s Kal kokti- 
yopias dftov iv toOtcoi 2!cbp0coTa! twi 2pdMom, says Aristophanes of 
Byzantium. It is a well-established rule that a later version of any 
phrase or tale ‘goes one better* than its predecessors. To give one clear 
case, quoted by Conington: Homer (//. B. 488) says he could not tell 
all the Greek forces if he had ten tongues (o 02 ' el \xo\ 2lKa ii 4 v yXwa- 
oai, 24Ka 24 ordMor* f\a<xv). Vergil in a similar situation requires a 
hundred: ‘non mihi si linguae centum sint, guttura centum.* Statius, 
if I remember rightly, somewhere requires a thousand. At any rate 
Pope, in translating, makes Homer’s ten into a thousand, Ogilby having 
already made them into a hundred. Consequently, it is surprising to 
find that, according to all the evidence, the version of the Hippo/ytus 
which has come down to us, being the second and improved version, 
is decidedly less sensational than the earlier play, which we chiefly know 
from various allusions and from Seneca’s imitation. For instance, in 
the earlier version Phaedra pleads with Hippolytus for his love, and 
justifies herself by Theseus* infidelities. I suspect that Euripides was 
using as his source a story like the story of Joseph, or of the Egyptian 
Two Brothers^ and began by simply putting the events of the story on 
the stage. Then, on reflection, he saw that the stage required a different 
treatment. As to the ‘expurgation* of the epic, opinions differ, but see 
my Rise of the Greek Epic, edn. 4, pp. 126 ff. 
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to the archaeologist. We know that tragedy arose 
from the dithyramb, that is from one form of the 


simple communal dance upon a circular dancing- 
ground or threshing-floor. We know that the 


Chorus consisted originally of fifty persons, and 


finally of twelve; and it seems likely that this came 
about by dividing the fifty persons among the 
four plays of the tetralogy, making twelve each 
and two over. These two would give us the two 


actors, or, if the poet himself took part, the three 
actors. Now in the Suppllces the Chorus consists 
of the fifty daughters of Danaus and therefore 
numbers fifty. It must date from the time before 
the original Chorus was broken up. But that is 
by no means all. The fifty Danaids are pursued 
by the fifty sons of Aegyptus, or rather by an army 
of Egyptian slaves representing them and led by 
a Herald. I think it is clear that these slaves num¬ 


bered at least fifty also, since, when they appear, 
the Danaids, though courageous and even Ama¬ 
zonian in character, fly in terror and never think 
of resisting them. Furthermore, the fifty Egyp¬ 
tians are put to flight in turn by the Argive army, 
which must, therefore, at a modest estimate, be 
reckoned at least at another fifty- That gives us a 
hundred and fifty persons present on the dancing- 
floor at once, without counting the ‘Exarchontes 
or Directors of the three Choruses, For the Danaids 


are directed by their father, Danaus; the Argive 
Army is directed by the King, and the Egyptian 
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horde by a Herald. There are no other characters; 
that is to say, there are in the strict sense of the 
word no independent actors at all: only three 
Choruses, each fifty strong, each with its Director, 
or Exarchon. This Exarchon, as I have explained 
elsewhere, is distinct from the ordinary Cory¬ 
phaeus or leader of the Chorus. The Danaids are 
led by the First Danaid, but directed by Danaus; 
the Egyptians are led by the First Egyptian, but 
directed by the Herald, and so on; just as in the 
Bacchae, for example, the Chorus of Maenads is 
led by the First Maenad, but directed by Diony¬ 
sus; in the Ichneutae the Chorus of Satyrs is led 
by the First Satyr but directed by the Father of 
the Satyrs, Silenus. 

Thus we have no actors, no stage, but at least 
a hundred and fifty-three persons engaged in a 
complex of dances on the old dancing-floor of 
Dionysus. It is interesting to note that in the 
Theatre of Dionysus at Athens the old dancing- 
floor was a good deal larger than the orchestra of 
the classical theatre; it was a complete circle, 24 
metres, or over 26 yards, in diameter. That would 
give moving space to a good many more than a 
hundred and fifty persons. And it is just possible 
that all the figures we have used ought to be 
doubled. For at the end of the play we find that 
each of the Danaids had with her a Handmaid, 
and the Handmaids form into another Chorus. 
That makes a hundred Danaids and Handmaids 
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together; to frighten whom it would presumably 
take a hundred Egyptians, who again would 
hardly give up all fight before less than a hundred 
Argives. However, there is no earlier trace of the 
Handmaids’ presence. I suspect that they were 
only introduced in the last scene, when the per¬ 
formers who represented the Egyptians had just 
made their exit a few minutes before and were 
therefore available as a new Chorus in a new dress. 

Practically no scenery; a large round dancing- 
place and great masses of performers in rich and 
varied costume: the production would be rather 
like those with which Reinhardt made such an 
impression at the beginning of this century, mass¬ 
ing his hundreds of performers in some circus or 
stadium or the vast enclosure at Olympia. Aes¬ 
chylus did not neglect what Aristotle calls the 
element of ovpig, or spectacle, but he obtained it 
in this case through mass, dance, and costume. 
We know from the Frogs that he was conspicuous 
for his use of gorgeous costumes, and he seems 
especially to have been so in the Supplices. The 
Suppliants themselves form strange exotic figures. 
Their cheeks are dark and glowing; they have Ty¬ 
rian veils; the Argive King seeing them asks (235) 

What company in all un-Greek array, 

Rich with barbarian robes and coifing gay, 
Awaits us here? For, sure, not Argolis, 

Not Hellas, knows such woman’s garb as this. 

Afterwards (285) he compares them to Ama- 
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zons, and before that to Libyan women, or Egyp¬ 
tian, or Cyprian, or to those Indian women who 

roam 

By camels drawn, each in her tented home. 
Beyond the walled Ethiop, in waste lands. 

The Egyptian slaves again, described by Wila- 
mowitz as a ‘mob of black and yellow devils*, must 
have had a striking appearance. We hear of their 
black limbs showing against their robes of white 
(719); we hear of their loud threats and jeers; they 
crawl (896) like asps, they dart like black spiders 
(888). And we can hardly suppose that the 
chivalrous Argive soldiers were allowed to present 
a less impressive appearance. Then, more fortu¬ 
nate than Reinhardt, Aeschylus had to his hand 
a people accustomed to express their feelings by 
complicated and highly emotional dancing. Three 
of the dances in particular strike one as interesting 
and picturesque, though of course we cannot con¬ 
jecture with any approach to certainty what the 
steps or movements were. There is a long dance 
at the beginning where the fugitive maidens medi¬ 
tate on the strange sufferings of their ancestress, 
the horned lo, and ‘wander in the print of ancient 
feet’; there is an impassioned dance of flight and 
pursuit, at the end of which the black persecutors 
drag the maidens by their hair from the altar; and 
there is a delightful water-charm and prayer for 
fruitfulness at the end.* The general effect is 

* 40 ff., 825 ff., 1018 ff. 
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curiously different from that of the Prometheus', 
here masses of performers, rich costumes, long and 
thrilling dances, no stage machines and no scenery: 
in the Prometheus no masses, no stress on costume, 
one dance by a single dancer, lo; but machines 
and scenery of the most daring inventiveness. 
Both plays depart widely from the limits after¬ 
wards imposed by ordinary fifth-century con¬ 
vention. 

We must now make one correction in this ac¬ 
count of the setting of the Supplices, We spoke of 
it as being a plain circular dancing-ground, or 
Orchestra, with no stage, and in a sense this is true; 
but if there was no stage proper, there was a high 

place of some sort on which a performer could stand 

and see over the heads of the rest. It is several times 
called a ‘hilF, Trdyos (189). It is also a ‘place of 
watch’, CTKOTrfi (713). It is also, or at least it contains, 
a Koivopcouia (222) or collection of altars to the 
various Gods of the Assembly or Gathering. It 
is large enough to give standing-room to the fifty 
Danaids with their father, and possibly to the fifty 
Danaids and the fifty persecutors at once. When 
space is needed in the dancing-ground for the 
entrance or manoeuvring of any large body of 
performers, those present seem always to retire on 
to this high place. For instance, at line 208, 

I fain would make my seat beside thine own, 
the Danaids join their father among the altars; 
that leaves room for the entrance of the King and 
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the Argive Army. At line 825, the Danaids either 
fly towards the high place or try to escape from 
the orchestra as the Egyptians enter; at g i i, both 
Egyptians and Danaids seem to be up among the 
altars when the Argive soldiers enter again. 

How are we to conceive this Hill or High Place ? 
In particular, was it a real hill built up in the 
centre of the Orchestra, where in later tragedy the 
central altar regularly stood, or was it a long rect¬ 
angular erection at the back, wherein later tragedy 
there was a stage ? It is hard to say with certainty, 
since both possibilities seem to occur in other 
plays. 

In the Prometheus there is the high rock on 
which the giant is nailed; that must have been at 
the back of the scene. To put it in the centre 
would produce intolerable difficulties. 

In the Seven against Thebes there is a citadel 
with altars: during the siege the frightened women 
fly thither for refuge, partly because the citadel 
is the strongest point, partly from a wish to kneel 
at the altars. This must be at the back of the 
scene; a citadel erected in the centre would be 
impossible. It would look too tiny; also the audi¬ 
ence would see round it, and consequently would 
expect to see some of the seven gates and the seven 
armies attacking. 

We may also notice that, in both the SuppUces 
and the Seven against Thebes (110-80), there is on 
the High Place a KoinobomiayZndy as far as I know, 
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all the Kotnobomtae which are represented in our 
remains of ancient art are long rectangular struc¬ 
tures, suitable for the back of a scene, not for the 
centre. 

In the Persae the arrangement seems to be dif¬ 
ferent. There is an oxQos (647), or ‘mound’, 
which is the Tomb of Darius, and from which his 
Ghost rises. There is also a crr^os dpxccTov (141), 
an ‘ancient building’, on the steps of which the 
elders sit, and which seems to represent the Coun¬ 
cil Chamber. Wilamowitz considers that there was 
only one erection, which served first for a Council 
Chamber and then for the King’s Tomb, and that 
it formed the back of the scene. But it works 
better to suppose that we have in the Persae the 
regular conventional scene; at the back a palace 
front with steps before it, which in the first scene 
represents the Elders’ Council Chamber and later 
the Palace of Atossa; and in the centre of the 
orchestra a raised altar or tomb—the two were 
often indistinguishable—out of which the Ghost 
rises. This is exactly the arrangement used after¬ 
wards in the Choephoroe\ a Palace Front at the 
back, to be used when the action takes place at the 
palace, and a tomb or altar in the centre, to be 
used when the scene is at Agamemnon’s tomb. 

On the whole, therefore, it looks as if the setting 
of the Supplices was simply the large round dan¬ 
cing floor with the wall of the actor’s dressing- 
room at the back so treated as to look like a High 
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Place, with a broad flight of wooden steps leading 
up to it and a row of altars along the ridge. ^ 

Let us turn to a subject now on which much, 
perhaps too much, has already been written, the 
diction of Aeschylus. It is of course impossible to 
convey any adequate idea of his style, its majesty, 
its beauty or its strangeness, except by a minute 
and loving study of his actual text. But the 
particular points about it which need empha¬ 
sizing here can, I think, be made clear by mere 
description. 

We all know that the characteristic of Attic 
prose style was something which the ancient critics 
called Aitottis, ‘plainness* or ‘simplicity*. The 
Attic of Lysias or Demosthenes as contrasted with 
the Ionic style of Herodotus or the Sicilian 
of Gorgias was a little like the English style of 
Addison or Dryden as contrasted with that of 
Hooker or Milton. It was like the early eigh¬ 
teenth century as opposed to the seventeenth. It 
aimed at clarity of thought and expression: it re¬ 
jected the fantastic, the pretentious, the obscure. 
It rejected exaggerated sentiments and strange 
exotic words. The taste of his time is well summed 
up by Aristotle (R/iet. iii. 1.9): 

‘Since poets seemed to win fame through their fine 
language when their thoughts were simple enough, the 
language of oratorical prose at first took a poetical 
colour, e.g. that of Gorgias. Even now most unedu- 
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cated people think that poetical language makes the 
finest writing. This is a mistake. The language of 
prose is distinct from that of poetry, a point which is 
made clearer by what takes place on the stage to-day, 
when even the language of tragedy has altered its 
character. Just as iambics were adopted Instead of 
tetrameters because they are the most prose-like of all 
metres, so tragedy has given up all those words not 
used in ordinary talk which decorated the early drama 
and are still used by writers of hexameter poems. It is 
therefore ridiculous to imitate a poetical manner which 
the poets themselves have dropped,’ 

A touch of the Philistine does sometimes show 
itself in Aristotle. But, though he is writing at a 
later period, the tendency which he observed 
began to rise quite early in the history of tragedy. 
The dialogue especially aims more and more at 
Ait6tti 5 and aa9f|V8ia, ‘plainness’ and ‘lucidity’. 
Tragedy becomes possessed by that form of the 
classical spirit which consists in self-restraint and 
sophrosynh This often disappoints our modern 
taste. Many scholars who love the poetry of 
Homer, Theocritus, and the Anthology are rather 
repelled by the classic severity of the Attic 
drama; it seems to them not to read like real 
poetry. 

Now here again Aeschylus is pre-classical. He 
can of course, when he chooses, use with tremen¬ 
dous effect thesimplest possible language: Clytem- 
nestra’s statement 

o0t6s icTiv ’Ayau^livcov, Ipos Tioais 
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could hardly be simpler: nor could the last terrible 
words of the fury-haunted Orestes: 

upeTs li^v oOx opore Tda2\’, §ycb 6pc6. 


But such lines are all the more striking because 
in general Aeschylus revels, like any romantic, in 
effects of language. He likes his poetry gorgeous 
and thrilling, and does not bother about such dull 
things as self-restraint^This characteristic lies at 
the back of the conte^foetween him and Euripides 
in the Frogs, where Euripides, in the true Attic 
style of priTopiKT)—almost the opposite of what we 
call ‘rhetoric’—insists on clearness, correctness, 


simplicity, and the complete rejection of bom¬ 
bast ;(^Aeschylus knows nothing of this artificial 
severity, and insists that if heroes and demi¬ 
gods are to speak, and to speak in moments of 
passion, they must use a language far more 
majestic than that of common life. In the Frogs 
he argues that the poet has a civic or moral func- 
tio^(io54): 

. AESCHYLUS 

• V,. It's his duty to teach, and you know it. 

As a child learns from all who may come in his way, so 
the grown world learns from a poet. 


Oh, words of good counsel should flow from his 
voice.. 


EURIPIDES 


And words like Mount Lycabettus 
Or Fames, such as you give us for choice, must needs 
be good counsel ? Oh, let us. 

Oh, let us at least speak the language of menl 
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Flat cavil, Sir! Cavil absurd, 

When the subject is great and the sentiment, then, of 

necessity, great grows the word. 

When heroes give range to their thoughts, is it strange 

if the speech of them over us towers ? 

Why, the garb of them too should be gorgeous to view, 
and majestical, nothing like ours! 

All this I saw and established as law, till you came and 

spoilt it. 

A little later (1068) he makes his last general 

charge against the atmosphere of Euripides’ poetry: 

it was too dependent on rhetorike^ which, we must 
remember, implied a theory of style which care¬ 
fully avoided poetical language: 

Then next you have trained in the speech-making arts 
nigh every infant that crawls. 

Oh, this is the thing that such havoc has wrought in 
the wrestling-school; narrowed the hips 
Of the poor, pale, chattering children, and taught the 

crews of the pick of the ships 
To answer back pat to their officer's nose! How unlike 

my old sailor of yore. 

With no thought in his head but to guzzle his brose, 
and sing as he bent at the oar 1 

No doubt Aeschylus’ old sailors, like Aristotle s 
‘uneducated man’, enjoyed poetical language and 
did not understand the sneers of the high¬ 
brows. 

There is a note of the Scholiast on a certain 
passage of the Choephoroe (425—9), saying Kcopco- 
^eiTai d>s 2 ^i 6 upappcb 2 i£Sj ‘This is ridiculed as 
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dithyrambic’.* The dithyrambic style was that 
ultra-poetical semi-nonsensical style used, for ex¬ 
ample, by the poets who are brought on the stage in 
A ristophanes, full of strange compound words about 
snow and wings and clouds and love and ecstasyA 
The passage in the Choephoroe passes my wit to 
translate, but I may observe that it has close-packed 
together the exotic word (yAcooCTa) irjAEjjiioTpia, 
a dirge-woman, and the otherwise unknown ad¬ 
jectives ccTTpiKTOTrAriKTa, meaning ‘smiting and 
at the same time tearing’, TToAurrciAocKTa ‘much- 
besprinkled’, eTraCTOvrepOTpi^h ‘one-on-top-of- 
another-rubbing’, all applied to the motion of the 
hands of the mourner. In the first Chorus of the 
Choephoroe we have the magnificent phrase c 5 ccop 6 - 
vuKTov dpp6a|ia, meaning ‘a cry in the dead of 
night’. In the Supplices a woman wishes to throw 
herself over a precipice which she describes by six 
continuous adjectives ‘a smooth goat-deserted, 

* C/io. 425-9 

fKo^i^a kopm6v “Apiov ?v te Kiaaiccs 
v6pois iTiAeiaiorplaj, 

< 5 rn-piKT 67 TXTiKTa TToXvrrciAaKTa 7 ^ I2ieTv 
^TTaCTovTEpoTpipfi 6p4y4orra, 

dvcoOev <iv^Ka6£v, ktvttcoi i* hT£pp60£i 
KpoTTiT6v 4 m6v Kal TTca'dOXiov Kdpa. 

(With the dirge of Agbatana I beat my breast, 

Like the keeners of Kissia I make songs of pain; 

Lo, yearnings of arms abundant, east and west; 

Tearing they smite, again and yet again. 

From above, from high: yea, God hath smitten red 
This bitter bleeding bosom, this bended head.) 

* Cf. 11 . 1387 ff. 
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undeciphered, lonely-brooding, pendant vulture s 
crag’.' In the Prometheus (547 f.) the daughters 
of Ocean ask what the hero could ever hope to 
gain from man: ^Sawest thou not the little-doing, 
strengthless, dreamlike, wherein the blind race of 
mortals is prisoned’, where practically every word 
in the Greek is a strange poetical word. These 
passages are exceedingly beautiful, but it is a kind 
of beauty against which the classical spirit in drama 
generally tried to set its face, even in lyrics. Aes¬ 
chylus uses it freely in lyrics, and occasionally 
even in dialogue, when he speaks of great subjects 
as in the leaping and untranslatable lines in the 
Persae (811 ff.) about the destruction of altars and 
shrines 

pcotAol dioTOi ^aiiiovcov 6* i2iputiorTa 

TTpoppi^ot (pup2iT|v E^cxvecrrpcaTTai poc6pcov. 

'He is also capable of a grandiloquent phrase to 
describe things not to our minds particularly im¬ 
pressive, like the beard of one of the slain Persian 
satraps, ivjp(yr\v 3oarXr|9f] ^dcjKiov yevsidT^a (3^6) 
‘red, abounding, deep-shadowed’—and now 
stained a deeper red. 

There is another peculiarity of diction, charac¬ 
teristic of much primitive poetry, which classical 
tragedy seems to have considered childish and 
eschewed: I mean the use of riddling phrases or 
what in Icelandic literature are called ‘kennings . 

* (794 f.) Aicaas alylXiv^; dm-poaXeiKTOS o!69pcov Kpepas 

yvTTias TT^rpa. 
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Instead of the sea you say ‘the swan-bath*, instead 
of fire ‘the red cock’, instead of ships, ‘the black 
dragons’. Homer uses such ‘kennings’ for describ¬ 
ing various gods and goddesses: ‘the renowned 
lame one’, TrepiKAuros dpcpiyufisig, for Hephaistos; 
‘the rosy-fingered early-born’, po^^o^^dcKTuAos f)pi- 
yeveia, for Dawn; ‘the Earth-shaker’,’Ewoaiyaios, 
for Poseidon; and many phrases of which the 
meaning was already lost in the fifth century, such as 
^idKTopos ’Apy£i96vTris for Hermes, KoAfi akoovT^vr] 
for the Sea-goddess. Hesiod abounds in kennings 
of a more familiar sort, such as ‘House-carrier’ for 
snail, ‘Boneless’ for the octopus, ‘Clever’ for the 
ant.* Aeschylus in the exuberance of his joy in 
language uses kennings a good deal. The fish that 
devour the Persian dead at Salamis are av(xu%oi 
TralAes tqs diJidvTou, ‘voiceless children of the un¬ 
defiled’ {Pers. 577). But he generally makes a 
compromise with the Attic demand for lucidity 
by adding the interpretation afterwards, a practice 
which the Hesiodic poets or the early Norsemen 
would have considered hardly playing the game. 
He speaks of‘Jove’s winged hound, the red eagle’ 
{Prom. 1022); ‘the flower-worker’s distillation, 
bright honey’ {Pers. 612). So ships are ‘they of 

* (pEp^oiKos Op. 571, dv6CTT£os ib. 524, tipis ib. 778. Homer uses 
OypT) ‘the wet’ for the sea and Tpatpepi'jv te xal C/yp^v for land and sea. 
These cases seem to be different from the riddle*names applied by 
hunters to various beasts in order that the beasts may not know that 
they are being talked about (e.g. the Arabs, ‘Lord Johan-ben-el-Johan* 
for the lion). See Sinclair on Op. 524. 
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the flaxen wings, of the dark blue eyes, but the word 

-ships’ is immediately added (Pers, 559 )* Some¬ 
times the interpretation comes first, and the ken¬ 
ning becomes a mere epithet: ‘smoke, the colour- 
shot sister of fire’, ‘dust, the voiceless herald of an 
army’. ‘Dust’ in another place is ‘the thirsty sister 
of mud’,^ but there, I think, the grotesque phrase 
has a special meaning. A Herald is seen who is, 
for dramatic purposes, supposed to have come 
straight from the battle-field without changing his 
clothes, and the mire of battle has caked into dust 
upon his garments. Our generation has seen many 
such arrivals at Victoria or Waterloo. Readers 
have puzzled much over the nacrnyi Tr|V 

"Apqs 91A61 in Ag, 643, though he proceeds to 

explain it 

The twofold scourge that sateth Ares lust, y 

Spear crossed with spear, dust wed with bloody dust. 

Another daring experiment would seem at first 
blush to be doomed to certain failure, yet Aeschy¬ 
lus makes of it an indubitable success. It is the 

« 

attempt to get the requisite foreign or exotic 
atmosphere in the scenes where the characters are 
Persian, Egyptian, or Ionian, by making them use 
an exotic diction. They speak Greek, of course, 
there is no doubt about that; but by means o 
strange words, strange exclamations, and unusual 
effects of metre, Aeschylus makes their Greek 


' 494; Supp/, 180; Jg. 495 - 



AESCHYLUS 


64 

sound as if it was foreign. In the Persae when the 
Persian Elders are evoking the dead King Darius 
from his grave, this is very marked (647-51), 
657-80). The effect of course is cumulative; 
there are strange ejaculations, ol and as well as 
aiaT; instead of the ordinary form ovocKTa Aapeiov 
they invoke 0 eTov dvocKTOpa Aapiova, Aapidv being 
merely a by-form of the name Darius. Then 
comes a word paAf|v or poAAfiv, said to be an 
Asiatic word for Lord or Master, and perhaps 
really a representation of some Semitic form like 
‘Ba'alenu’—that is, ‘Ba'aP with the possessive suffix 
of the first person plural, ‘Our Ba'aP—and then a 
hiatus i 9 i, koO, very strange in Greek poetry.* The 
effect is absolutely that of strange oriental beings 
speaking a strange oriental language, an effect con¬ 
firmed by the last line pdoxe, Trorrep oxocke, AapiAv, 
oT. It means merely ‘Come, O father untouched 
by evil, Darius, Oh!* But the word for ‘come* is 
Homeric and rare; the word ‘untouched by evil’ is 
as odd in Greek as ‘unevil’ would be in English; 
Darius is called ‘Darian’, and the exclamation at 
the end is 0 /. At the end of the same chorus comes 
a phrase ‘ships that are no ships,’ vaes &va£s. It 
is quite good intelligible Greek, yet as it comes 
with one repetition, vfies dcvaes dvoES, it sounds 
like an inarticulate lament. There is a reference 

BoAAi'iv, ApxaTos paXXi^v, t0!, IkoO. The word occurs in various 
scholia and lexica. It is Phrygian, according to Hesych. and Sext. 
Emp.; Lycian or even Thurian (?) according to others. 
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to this outlandishness of language in a verse of 
the Frogs (1028): 

Why yeSj when Darius arose from the grave, it gave me 
genuine joy; 

And the Chorus stood with its arms a-wave, and 
observed ‘Yow-oy, Yow-oy\^ 

In the Persae this curious experiment seems to 
me extraordinarily successful and moving. In 
Aeschylus’ earlier play, the Suppltces^ it seems to 
have been made with less skill or tact, and with 
disturbing results upon our manuscripts. The 
Suppliant Women^ Egyptian indeed but of true 
Greek descent, are pursued by a hideous rabble 
of negroid slaves from Egypt, led by a brutal 
Herald. The effect is somewhat dream-like: the 
virgin pursued by the ravisher, the white girl pur¬ 
sued by something black and dreadful, the Greek 
woman—or, as we should say, the English woman 
—pursued by a creature of foreign speech. The 
Herald in our manuscripts talks sometimes an un¬ 
intelligible gibberish. The text is almost certainly 
corrupt, but the reason of the corruption probably 
is that Aeschylus had gone so far in the direction 
of barbarizing his speech that the scribes had failed 
to understand it. You can just make out in the 
confusion words that sound like ‘blood , brand¬ 
ing’, ‘beheading’, ‘force’, and ‘horror . It is note¬ 
worthy that the speeches of the Danaids in the 

* Frogs 1028 6 xop^S 'it cOeOs Tcb ovyKpovaas elirsv 

I a u o T. 
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same scene show no great degree of corruption 
(825-92). 

Tragedy never indulged in this sort of daring 
after Aeschylus. The best instance we have of it 
comes in a very curious document, discovered in 
Egypt in the year 1902, and evidently based on 
an imitation of Aeschylus. In the dithyramb 
called Persae by the poet Timotheos, a famous, or 
notorious, representative of the ‘New Music’ which 
so troubled the end of the fifth century, we have 
not only extremely dithy rambic language, we have 
an actual imitation of a Persian comically praying for 
mercy and talking broken ungrammatical Greek.* 
The effect seems to me horrible. It is an example of 
the kind of art that Plato particularly denounces, 
the art that does not distinguish between good 
and bad, appropriate or inappropriate, but aims at 
making effects—just effects, of any and every kind. 

Akin to this experiment is a much less daring 
one: the representation on the tragic stage of com¬ 
mon or uneducated persons. Shakespeare meets 
the difficulty by sandwiching comic or prose 
scenes in between his poetical or lofty scenes, 
though even he seldom or never mixes the two 

* Timotheos, Persae^ i6i ff. The Persian speaks bad Greek, MAova 
yAwaaotv i^iyveOcov 'Eycb poI aoi, kcos Kal t( TTpoyMa; oOns o 02 an* 
fX6co . . , oxjKtrx mAxect* ocOtis ^v@Ai’ ?pxw- Timotheos uses ‘kennings’ 
in the same highly Baroque style: otAucttos jiapuetpo- 

tpeyyeTs Tralie^ cuyKpouAusvoi, i.e. the man’s teeth. I fear one must 
admit that the Phrygian in Euripides’ Orestes shows signs of the 
beginnings of the Timothcan style. 


diction 



styles. Greek tragedy was, of course, in this re¬ 
spect more like Racine than Shakespeare, and 
never admitted comic scenes in a tragedy. Aes¬ 
chylus has one pathetic and half-comic character, 
the Old Nurse of Orestes in the Choephoroe, who 
comes on in floods of tears at the news of Orestes 


death and talks in slightly ungrammatical language 

about the mishaps of his babyhood {Cho, 734 '^^ 5 )‘ 
This particular effect is not repeated in the extant 
specimens of Greek tragedy. In the Antigone^ 
indeed, Sophocles makes a poignant scene by 
means of the psychology of the common soldier 
who has been set to watch the corpse of Polynices. 


He is terrified by Creon’s anger when it appears 
that some one has performed burial rites over 
the body when he was not looking, and then 
thoroughly pleased and happy when he discovers 
the culprit and can offer Antigone to the execu¬ 
tioner instead of himself. But the man s language 


is in the tragic style, and his description of the 
dust-storm particularly beautiful. In Euripides 
Theseus^ we are told, there was a scene where a 
slave who cannot read describes the marks upon 


the sail of a ship which he has seen from a hill-top. 
they are the letters 0 HZEY 2 . In the Orestes 
there is a painful scene in which a terrified Phry¬ 
gian slave begs mercy from the half-mad hero, 
who plays with him like a cat with a mouse. But 
the Phrygian, however contemptible in morale, is 
quite grammatical and correct in his speech. Only 
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Aeschylus, still experimenting and creating, is un¬ 
affected by this Attic severity. It is only he who 
makes Orestes, when the madness is coming upon 
him, show signs of it in his broken sentences and 
obscure diction as well as the wild splendour of 
his eloquence (e.g. Cho, 269-98, 973-1043); only 
he who represents a man so overcome with emotion 
as to speak disjointedly and ungrammatically, like 
the Herald in the Agamemnon (551-82). 

Professor Baldensperger in his lectures on com¬ 
parative literature has made an illuminating re¬ 
mark on the difference between the romantic and 
the classical styles. The romantic is the earlier and 
more natural; it is the unreformed unimprisoned 
expression of the poetic impulse. Classicism is 
a sort of Puritan reformation, rejecting what is 
false or unreasonable, controlling what tends to 
be unrestrained. It imposes a law of Sophrosyni 
upon the chaos of emotional or fanciful expression. 
Its immense value to art can be estimated not 
merely by setting against the I/iad the shapeless 
exaggerations of Indian epics, and the vague¬ 
ness of Irish legends, but still more perhaps 
by trying to realize the innumerable cases where 
the raw materials of poetry, in the form of story, 
fancy, and emotion alike, have been present in 
abundance, but, for lack of artistic firmness and 
self-control, no poem has resulted. Still no doubt 
classicism sometimes pays a heavy price for the 
cosmos that it creates. In many ways Aeschylus 
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the creator of classical tragedy was himself still a 
romantic. 

There is one further point in which Aeschylus 
makes the impression of a romantic. It is a techni¬ 
cal point connected with his use of lyric metres. 
There is a curious heresy, which always obtains a 
few adherents among scholars of successive genera¬ 
tions, that the Prometheus and perhaps also the 
Suppllces are not really by Aeschylus. One of the 
arguments on which this view is sometimes based 
is his free and almost voluptuous treatment of the 
Ionic metres. Such treatment, it is argued, is soft, 
sophisticated, and obviously post-Euripidean, it 
cannot come in the early and severe stage of Attic 

tragedy. We know how sensitive the Greeks 
were to the moral and psychological implica¬ 
tions of music; Plato and others are severe 
upon the unmanly and decadent character ^ of 
the Ionian music as compared with the Dorian 
or even Phrygian. The Anacreontic verse is 
the obvious example; and we know that a loose 
form of Ionic metre was very common for love- 
poems in Alexandrian and even in Roman times. 

The Ionic foot is of four syllables, two short 
followed by two long. It is written regularly as 

in Horace’s: 

Miserarum ’j/ ^ neque amori ^ dare ludum ^ neque dulci 

or in 

IU6 ^^eiAov, eu£ Traiaocv kcckotAtcov TTsA^oiaccv * 

* Alcaeus A. 10 Lobel. 
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or with variations such as anaclasis, syncope, or 
the like: for example, the Anacreontic; 

oO H*, d) ^oKaipcx Aipxa, crrG 90 cvn(p 6 pous dnrcoO^ 

6idaous dtvaivT); tI \xs 9 Euy£is;* 

Now the mistake made, in my opinion, by these 
critics, is to suppose that the gradual loosening of 
music and metre, spoken of by Plato and Aristo¬ 
phanes, is the whole story. It clearly is not. 
Anacreon was writing Ionic metres in Athens at 
the court of Pisistratus, before the Attic dramatists 
were born. The movement represented by Plato 
and to a less extent by Aristophanes was part of 
the Attic reformation: a pruning of the exuber¬ 
ance of Ionia, an insistence on severity, discipline, 
and what may be called the Dorian side of life. 
Aeschylus was writing before that movement be¬ 
gan, and wrote naturally under the influence of 
his predecessors, especially Phrynichus. Phryni- 
chus, hopelessly outdistanced as a dramatist by 
Aeschylus and his successors, was loved in Aristo¬ 
phanes* day for one thing: the sweetness of his old 
Ionian songs. The old men, who as boys had 
fought at Marathon, «re described in a well-known 
passage as going out to their business at dawn 
humming Phrynichus’ old lyrics; and we find, as 
a matter of fact, that to a great extent they sing 
in his Ionics {Wasps 281—315), 


* Eur. Bacck. 530 ff. 
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Lamps in their hands, old music on their lips 
Wild honey and the East and loveliness.* 

It is surely natural enough that Aeschylus, 
whenever his subjects deal with Ionia or the Greek 
Orient, as in the Persae and the Supplices, should 
use the Ionian metres in the same soft, sweet, style 
that he had learnt from Phrynichus and even 
Anacreon; I think it is natural also that when the 
Daughters of Ocean, with all their Homeric 
associations, come to weep with Prometheus at his 
rock in the Far East, they also come through the 
air with the same lovely Ionian music on their 
wings. Here also Aeschylus is romantic; the 
classic rules are not yet binding upon him. 


Waspsy 220 


pivupljovTas 

* I suspect, however, that many of the lyrics of Sophocles ^so 
ought really to be regarded as based on an Ionic four-sy a e 00 
(w O - - or - w - w or - - V. w), treated with great freedom as m 

late Asiatic love-songs; e.g. O.C. 1044 ff., 823 ff., and especia y 

O.C. 510-34 and O.C. 176-81 = 19^-6- Cf. Athen ^£^ic. and 

PoweU, Collect. Alexandrina, p. 184. Sophocles had, of course, many 
Ionic characteristics. 




CHAPTER III 

AESCHYLUS AS A POET OF IDEAS: 
THE MYSTICAL PLAYS, PROMETHEUS 

AND SUPPLICES 

I T was suggested above that Aeschylus, like 
Euripides, is a poet of ideas: that is to say, he 
is one of those who derive their inspiration in a 
large degree from their philosophical beliefs or 
speculations. Indeed, it is largely through this 
passionate interest in the problems of the world 
or of human life that he is able to achieve what is 
here called the creation of tragedy. In each of the 
myths or legends that he treats he sees a conflict, 
and in each conflict he deepens the issues till it 
becomes one of the eternal problems of life. 

Aristophanes chooses him as the antithesis of 
Euripides, not because Euripides is a philosopher- 
poet and Aeschylus a pure poet untouched by 
philosophy, but because Aeschylus represents a 
philosophical outlook markedly opposed to that 
of his successor. The gulf that lies between them, 
as Wilamowitz has well said, is the rise and fall of 
the sophistic movement: that great movement of 
thought which emancipated Athens from the 
prison-house of primitive convention and tradition 
and then, according to Plato, left her for the time 
being without convictions or gods or faith, and 
yet, as history proved, ready to build up the 
sublime and undying philosophies of the fourth 
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century. Our valuation for good or evil of the 
work of the great Sophists will depend on our 
general attitude of mind towards the world,^ It is 
satirically summed up in the classic contest in the 

Fro^s: e.g. 

° EURIPIDES 

Next, I taught all the town to talk with freedom. 


AESCHYLUS ^ , . . 

I admit It: 

Twere better, ere you taught them, you had died amid 
their curses. 

EURIPIDES 


I gave them canons to apply, and squares for marking 
verses i 

Taught them to see, think, understand, to scheme for 
what they wanted; 

To fall in love, think evil, question all things. . . . 


AESCHYLUS 

Granted, granted! 


EURIPIDES 

I put things on the stage that came from daily life and 
lousiness 

Where men could catch me if I tripped, could listen 
without dizziness 

To things they knew and judge my art. . . • 

Dionysus as judge admits the truth of this ques¬ 
tionable claim. Euripides did teach people to o 

these things: 

Whereas, before they took his school, 

Each sate at home, a simple, cool. 

Religious, unsuspecting fool, 

And happy in his sheep-like way I 

L 
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So far one would get the impression of Aeschylus 
as a quiet religious conservative. But the phrase, 
if true in a sense, is misleading. If Aeschylus is 
to be called ‘conservative’ one must, of course, 
remember that in a highly intellectual repub¬ 
lican democracy a Conservative is a republican, 
a democrat, and an intellectual. Probably we may 
take Aeschylus as representing the generation 
which rejoiced in the expulsion of the Tyrants, 
exulted in the establishment of the Athenian demo¬ 
cracy and the new access to ‘wisdom’ and enlight¬ 
enment which came with it, and enabled the ‘free 
men’ of Marathon to repel the ‘slaves’ of the 
terrible King. He would have the same enthu¬ 
siasm as Herodotus for laovo^lr) and loriyopiq, 
‘equal laws’ and ‘free speech’. He states in the 
Persae (243) the proud claim of the free law- 
abiding Greeks which is afterwards expressed at 
greater length and with a Spartan colour by 
Herodotus,* Xerxes asks the exiled Spartan Dem- 
aratus how the Spartans can possibly stand against 
his vastly superior force: ‘If indeed they were 
ruled by one master in our fashion they might 
perhaps through terror of him become braver than 
it was their nature to be; or if they were driven by 
the lash they might go forward to face superior 
numbers. But, being left loose and at liberty, they 
obviously cannot do either.’ Demaratus answers: 
‘Though free, they are not free in all things. 

* vii. 103-4. 


POET OF IDEAS 


75 


There is a master over them called Law, whom 
they fear more than thy people fear thee. They 
do whatever he commands; and there is one thing 
on which he always insists, that they must not fly 
from any multitude of men in battle but stay at 
their post and either win the victory or die. 

We have two isolated bits of evidence, if evi¬ 
dence they can be called, as to the attitude of 
Aeschylus towards contemporary politics. In the 
Eumenides he glorifies the Court of the Areopagus 
as a tribunal such as exists in no other land from 
Pelops’ realm to Scythia, ‘august, incorruptible, 
quick to strike, a watcher over my people while 
they sleep’ {Bum. 702 flF.). The play was produced 
in 458 B.C., soon after Ephialtes and Pericles ha 
greatly reduced the powers of the Areopagus and 
confined its jurisdiction to cases of homicide. ^ It 
may therefore be thought that Aeschylus writes 
as an aristocrat glorifying the great institution 
which the democratic party had harshly attacked. 
On the other hand, he expressly shows how the 
Areopagus was founded to deal with a case o 
homicide, shows it so dealing, and makes no sug 
gestion that it ought to have wider powers. So it 
may be that he is supporting Pericles, by showing 
how great an institution the Court of Areopagus 
is, even when confined to the limits of its origins 
function. Considering that the strong tradition in 
the higher kind of Greek poetry, as in good poetry 
almost everywhere, was to avoid all the distur mg 
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irrelevances of contemporary life, I see no evi¬ 
dence of any political allusion in the Eumenides, 
At most one may suspect that the deep longing 
for peace and concord expressed in the lyrics to¬ 
wards the end of the play and in some of Athena’s 
speeches may be the result of emotions stirred by 
the conflicts of the time.* That is a very different 
thing from political allusion. 

The other passage amounts to nothing more 
than a guess by Aristophanes at the line Aeschylus 
would have been likely to take, or could be effec-* 
tively represented as taking, in contrast to Euri¬ 
pides, had they both been alive in the year 406 b.c. 
When the two poets are asked what should be done 
about Alcibiades, Euripides answers: 

I curse that burgher who to help his state 
Is slow, but swift to do her deadly hate. 

With much wit for himself but none for her. . . . 

Aeschylus on the contrary says: 

No lion’s whelp within thy precincts raise, 

But if it be there, bend thee to its ways. 

That is, Euripides is against the unprincipled 
politician; Aeschylus is for supporting the trouble¬ 
some man of genius. The two views are opposed, 
and are possibly characteristic of the two poets; 
but it must be remembered that they are only 
guesses at what the poets might have said, and 
that Aeschylus was dead before Alcibiades was 
heard of. 


* 976 E, 858 ff. 
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The two are next asked in general terms what 
steps they advise in order to save the country. 

Euripides answers: 

Where Mistrust now has sway put Trust to dwell, 

And where Trust is, Mistrust; and all is well. 

Presently he explains more clearly that the ex¬ 
treme democrats now entrusted with power should 
he turned out and a more enlightened moderate 
government put in. Aeschylus asks a question or 
two. ‘Whom does the City choose for her servants ? 
The Good V No, she hates them. ‘And likes the 
Bad ?’ No, but has to put up with them. ‘Then 
there is no help at all that way. The only hope is 
to fight like the Devil.’ 

Her one hope is to count her enemy s land 
Her own; 3-ye> znd her own her enemy s. 

Her ships her treasure and her treasure dross. 

There is no difference in party politics here. 

We may be fairly sure that Aeschylus would have 

disliked the Cleon-Hyperbolus-Cleophon demo¬ 
crats as much as Euripides and Aristophanes him¬ 
self and almost all the rest of our authorities; but 
there is something clever and persuasive in the 
suggestion that while Euripides would be wrapped 
up in the moral and intellectual problems o 
government and eager to have men in power who 
were more ccyaQoi, or even ^iKaioi, 

the old ‘Marathon-fighter’ would have been more 
inclined to lose his patience with all the politi¬ 
cians and say: ‘No one can prevent these rasca s 



AESCHYLUS 


78 

Struggling for place and power; but we can at least 
go and fight the SpartansJ 

If Aristophanes makes Aeschylus concentrate 
upon the war, that certainly does not mean that 
he regards him as a patron of the War Party. Had 
he been that, Aristophanes would never have 
had a good word for him. It only means that he had 
fought at Marathon, and the ‘Men of Marathon’ 
were accepted as the type of tough old fighters 
whom nothing could daunt. Similarly, his Seven 
against Thebes was described by Gorgias as a 
drama ‘brimming with Ares’’, and his epitaph, 
written by himself, while not mentioning his 
poetry at all, says that as for his soldierly quality 
‘that can be told by the Grove of Marathon and 
the long-haired Medewho knows’. He was doubt¬ 
less a good soldier. 

Yet, like many other good soldiers, he certainly 
hated war and preached peace almost as passion¬ 
ately as Euripides. Athena indeed, being a war- 
goddess, has to tell the Athenians that, if only they 
will not fight one another, she can promise them 
plenty of glorious fights abroad.^ But the Seven 
gives an amazing picture of what War means to 
women, its cruelty, its insanity, its blasphemy 
against God.^ And in the Supplices not only does 
the King speak of War, in whatever form, as an 

‘ Quoted in Frogs 1021: 2 pana iroii'iCTas "ApEcos peoT6v. TToIov; 
ToOs iiTT* M ©i*ipcts. Cf. Plutarch, Quaest. Symp., p. 715E, 

^ Z'wOT. 864-6. 3 See especially 321-68. 
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evil to be avoided at almost any cost, but the 
Danaids amid their blessings upon Argos, surprise 
one a little by praying that she may both observe 
her own constitution and grant arbitration treaties 


to foreign Powers.* 

In the matter of teaching and general outlook, 

I think the real antithesis to Aeschylus was not 
Euripides, but the intellectuals and Sophists of a 
rather later age, the kind of young Sophists against 
whom Plato and, indeed, Euripides himself protest 
so passionately. One sees them at their liveliest in 
Plato’s Gorglas. The development is one which has 
often been repeated in ages of great intellectual 
activity. Vigorous minds begin to question the 
convention in which they have been brought up 
and which they have now outgrown. They reject 
first the elements in them that are morally repu 
sive, then the parts that are obviously incredible; 
they try to reject the husk and preserve the kernel, 
and for a time reach a far higher moral and intel¬ 
lectual standard than the generations before t em 
or the duller people of their own time. Then, it 
seems, something is apt to go wrong. Perhaps a 
cynic would say—and it would be hard to con ute 
him—the element of reason in man is so ee e 
a thing that he cannot stand successfully except 
when propped in the stiff harness of convention. 


437-54; 701 fF. , 

To strangers and strange lands let thern a or 
Without long strife, Law and the healing word; 
And Justice grant ere any draw the sword. 
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At any rate, there is always apt to come a later 
generation which has carried doubt and scepticism 
much farther and finds the kernel to consist only 
of inner layers of husk and then more husk, as the 
place of George IV’s heart, according to Thack¬ 
eray, was supplied by waistcoats and then more 
waistcoats. First comes inspiration and the exulta¬ 
tion of breaking false barriers: at the end comes 
the mere flabbiness of having no barriers left to 
break and no talent except for breaking them. It 
is like the passage from Tolstoy to Artsibashev: 
from Goethe to Wedekind: from John Stuart Mill 
to—well, one of several contemporary names 
may be left to suggest itself. Aeschylus was ex- 
/ tremely interested in the ultimate problems of the 
world. He saw the utter insufficiency and un¬ 
worthiness of a great deal of the traditional Greek 
religion, but he took the rest with immense 
seriousness. Euripides, like many of his generation, 
had advanced much farther than that; the young 
lions of Plato’s time had reached the final limit. 

One is almost ashamed to speak about the re¬ 
ligious ideas of Aeschylus, so much has already 
been written on the subject, and so little of the 
criticism stands the test of time. Still, they cannot 
well be left out. It is noteworthy in the first place 
that there is very little of the regular Homeric 
Olympianism in Aeschylus, and almost none of 
the conventional Olympian mythology. Homer, 
of course, used it freely. Sophocles in the E/ectra 
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lets his heroine defend her father s memory by 
means of a merely mythological story about his 
having shot a doe sacred to Artemis. Euripides 
in the Trojan Women (914 ff.) makes Helen talk 
mythology; but that is because she is lying, which 
makes all the difference. Aeschylus hardly uses 
that kind of material at all. It could not be used 
quite seriously, and he was always serious. It is 
hard to sum up these things in a generalization; 
but one might say that, on the one hand, he does 
accept the moral reformation implied in Olympi- 
anism, that is; the substitution of human and 
humane beings, who can love man and understand 
his best thoughts, for the blind and monstrous 
forces of the pre-Hellenic, or as Herodotus calls it, 
the ‘Pelasgian’ religion; while, on the other hand, 
he makes almost no use of the elaborate mythology 
about the Olympians which Homer and many 
poets down to the Alexandrians have treated as 
such a rich quarry for poetical diversion and 

ornament. 

The real working religion of Greece and of t e 
whole Mediterranean world throughout antiquity 
was based, as Sir James Frazer has abundantly 
shown, on the seasons and the food supply, an ^ 
this is especially true of Tragedy, which relate 
the ‘sufferings’ or ‘experiences’ (ttoOti) of Dionysus 
or some other form of the Vegetation-spirit, t 
leads the fifth-century writers to see life in 
I have called elsewhere ‘the tragic pattern i o 
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leading to death, pride to downfall, or sin to 
retribution. The sequence is sometimes a moral 
sequence of transgression and punishment, some¬ 
times it is a mere physical sequence which, if ex¬ 
plained at all in theological terms, can be roughly 
attributed to the supposed jealousy of God. 

Aeschylus is constantly occupied with the prob¬ 
lem, and in one important passage of the ^ga~ 
memnon insists explicitly on denying this supposed 
jealousy of God and on moralizing the whole 
process.' 

A grey word liveth, from the morn 
Of old time among mortals spoken, 

That man’s Wealth waxen full shall fall 
Not childless, but get sons withal; 

And ever of great bliss is born 

A tear unstaunched and a heart broken. 

But I hold my thought alone and by others unbeguiled; 
’Tis the deed that is unholy shall have issue, child on 
child. 

Sin on sin, like his begetters; and they shall be as they 
were. 

But the man who walketh straight, and the house 
thereof, tho’ Fate 

Exalt him, the children shall be fair. 

But Old Sin loves, when comes the hour again, 

To bring forth New, 

Which laugheth lusty amid the tears of men; 

Yea, and Unruth, his comrade, wherewith none 
May plead nor strive, which dareth on and on, 

* 750 The same view is expressed in some of the Hebrew 

prophets: e.g. Ezekiel xviii; Jeremiah xxxi. 29-30. 
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Knowing not fear nor any holy thing: 

Two fires of darkness in a house, born true, 

Like to their ancient spring. 

But Justice shineth in a house low-wrought 
With smoke-stained wall, ^ 

And honoureth him who filleth his own lot; 

But the unclean hand upon the golden stair 
With eyes averse she flieth, seeking where 

Things innocent are; and, heeding not the power 

Of wealth by man misgloried, guideth all 
To her own destined hour. 

It would be easy to quote many more passages 
in Ulustration of this eternal preoccupation o 
Greek tragedy, and especially the tragedy o 
A^chylus, with the thought of Judgement, AiKp. 
It is always connected with MoTpa, that due Portion 
which belongs to a man: his share in the triba 
land, in the harvest, in the spoils of battle, m 
honour, and in all the natural joys and sorrows ot 
life. Every man, and indeed every living thing, 
has a Moira-, we claim more than our Motra an 
commit Hubris; then DiM casts us hack. We try 
to escape from our Motra^ but our Moira a way 

overtakes us. Other people constantly mva e 

our Moira and try to rob us of things, t ey ar 
committing Hubris^ and Dike will get t em. 
is all an affair of Time, Xpovos, and, so to spe , 
of Ripeness. Time when it is ripe brings Justice; 

Time vindicates the Moira. And 
expecting things before the fullness o inie. 
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There is, however, one idea, derived directly 
from the Year-cults, which is raised by Aeschylus 
to a position of the highest significance. I mean 
the idea of the ‘Third Saviour’, or, more correctly, 
the Saviour who comes Third. One can take the 
cycle of the years or seasons either in sets of two 
or sets of three. Taken in sets of two it is contin¬ 
uous: Osiris the wheat-god, Dionysus the vine- 
god, Attis the pine-tree. Linos the flax, are all in 
their different ways slain, torn in pieces, crushed, 
or cut down by their respective enemies. They 
are wept over with public lamentations. Then 
they can be reborn or rediscovered in the next 
year, greeted with joy, and again cut down. The 
enemy is commonly perhaps winter, or the parch¬ 
ing sun, according to climate, but may merely be 
the reaper with the sickle. There is no place in 
this sequence for a ‘Third Saviour’. Taken in sets 
of three, however, we have first the existing Year- 
god or King, the life of the world blooming. Then 
comes the enemy—the cold, the drought, or the 
reaper, who slays him, and leaves the world dead 
and mankind without hope. He is second. Then 
in the new spring comes the third of the series, the 
new life of the flocks and fields, the Saviour, who 
rescues the world from death. 

The most remarkable use of this conception by 
Aeschylus is in the Oresteia^ where he interprets 
it by the character of Zeus: Zeus had the regular 
epithet of‘Saviour’ and ‘Third Saviour’, and was 



POET OF IDEAS 85 

given, before a function, the third or crowning 
libation. Aeschylus states in so many words that 
Zeus is the Third King of the Universe. First 
came one unnamed—presumably Ouranos who 
was all battle and brute strength: then a second, 
his enemy, who otherthrew him and cast him out 
to oblivion; then he too met his ‘third-thrower’, 
TpiocKTiip—a metaphor from the three bouts of a 
wrestling match— and has passed away. The third 

thrower’ is Zeus, and he is not like the others. 
Where they could only smite and be smitten, Zeus 
could think. He could therefore learn by suffering, 
or by experience, and thus he can save the world. 

This conception of the Saviour was a dangerous 
leaven fermenting in the orthodoxy of ancient 
thought. As long as the Saviour is merely agri¬ 
cultural or seasonal there is no moral difficulty. 
There is only anxiety when the old god is dead, 
lest the new god should by some mistake fail to be 
born, and all the crops perish. There is no con¬ 
demnation of the moral government of the wor 
But in the later developments of Greek thought, 
as is well known. Saviour religions developed wit 
immense vigour, and the reason of their success 
was just that, without some Saviour, the govern 
ment of the world seemed evil and the lot of 
kind intolerable. Hence the widespread worship 
of Asclepios, the divine Healer; of Mithras t e 
Redeemer, of Serapis the Saviour, of the many 
‘Deliverers’ of Hermetism and Gnosticism. It is 
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significant that Zeus Soter, so prominent in the 
fifth century, tends at this later time to be for¬ 
gotten. How could Zeus be the Saviour? From 
whom did Man want a Saviour if not from the 
terrible Ruler of the World himself? It will be 
remembered, perhaps, that in some of the most 
important forms of Gnosticism, as combined with 
Christianity, Jesus was the Saviour of mankind 
from the unjust rule of God the Father, who was 
identified with the Evil One. That is why Jesus 
was made to suffer. In other forms the Archontes 
or Rulers, who inhabit or inform the Seven Planets 
are the oppressors of mankind; the Redeemer, 
whoever he is, will eventually escape them and 
rise above them. 

Like most religious ideas, these conceptions are 
probably far older than their first explicit appear¬ 
ance in literature. The main religious ideas of 
man are very few in number, mostly continuous 
from very early times and almost never original. 
It used to be said with confidence, for example, 
that astrology made its first appearance in Greece 
when Berossus, the Babylonian, set up his school 
in Cos about the year 270 B.c.; yet both Aeschylus 
and Euripides speak of ‘the shaft of a star’ and 
Aeschylus speaks of the planets as ‘bright poten¬ 
tates or rulers’.' Evidently a belief in the influence 
of the stars was current long before Berossus. It 
is much the same with the Saviour religions. 

* Aorpwv piAos Hip. 530, 365; AapirpoOs AuvAorocs Jg. 6. 
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We have noticed that in accepting as a fact the 
Tragic Pattern, in which all lif^e waxes and then 

wanes and dies, Aeschylus in ehe 
, passionately claims it as a moral order. He re uses 
to believe that great bliss or wealth, in itself, leads 
to a fall; wealth can be innocent, and then pro¬ 
vokes no Nemesis. It is wealth combined with 
injustice or unholiness that alone leads to estruc 
tion. The very emotion with which he utters this 
statement is a sign that Aeschylus is trou e m 
mind. It shows how intensely he would like o 
believe that the ways of Fortune are strictly in 
accordance with morality; that in real 1 e on 

never does see the righteous forsaken nor ® 
begging their bread. He would hardly feel the 

need to state his belief so strongly if he did not 
feel the difficulty of believing it, so there is really 
no deep-seated contradiction when in the rome 
theus Aeschylus sternly arraigns the world and its 


unjust Ruler. 

It is indisputable that, in regions where the con¬ 
science or the social instincts of man are not 
control, the ordinary working of the worl ^ 
t moral. It is, as far as one can see, totally in i 
ent to justice. Our ancestors tried to be leve 
ordeals which would distinguish the 
from the guilty; but experience seems to s ow t a 
the sun shines equally on the righteous an 
unrighteous: fire burns them, water 
them, arsenic poisons them both wit a so u 



88 


AESCHYLUS 


impartiality. Nay, if one begins to criticize by 
human standards the moral order implied in a 
world where no creature lives except by daily in¬ 
flicting pain and death on others, it is quite easy to 
come to the conclusion that the world is definitely 
evil. Most religions indeed condemn this temporal 
world, but swamp its badness in the alleged in¬ 
finite goodness of some other: only very few 
arraign the Ruler of the World for his present 
tyranny. This, however, is the theme of the 
Prometheus, We are shown the pitiful state of 
mankind. Zeus had hidden away the means of 
life' from man, just as he had hidden away fire. 
He had let loose innumerable winged evils; the 
air and sea are full of them; there is no escaping 
them. Life is hard and lies always under the, 
shadow of death. And, after all, for reasons good i 
or bad, Zeus has from time to time entertained the( 
idea of destroying man altogether, as a noxious \ 
and unhappy beast. That is what he sought when j 
he brought about theTrojanWar. That is what he ) 
was going to do when Prometheus thwarted him. 

So Aeschylus reaches the conception of a 
supreme Tyrant, the enemy of man, ruling the 
world, and of a champion of mankind, standing 
up against him. We have already noticed the 
scene of his crucifixion upon the rock. The cham¬ 
pion is utterly inferior in strength to Zeus: the 
gods too are with Zeus, except the Old Dynasty 

* KpO\|yavT£s y(ip ptov dvGpcb'TTOiaiv Hes. Op. 42. 
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that has long since been cast out to desolation. 
The only ally of Prometheus is Man himself, Man 
the creature of a day, utterly strengthless, dream¬ 
like, who can bring no help except his affection 
and ounTTOceeia. The true sources of strength that 
Prometheus has are his immortality-and ...his in¬ 
domitable will. Zeus can bind him and torture 
him; he cannot make him die and cannot break 

his resolution. 

lu^Ttoceeia is a stronger word than our ‘sym- 

^ • 

pathy’, just as its Latin equivalent cotnpcissto is 
stronger than our ‘compassion’. It means fellow- 
suffering’ or ‘suffering together’. One of the 
most sublime of the Stoic doctrines was the avji- 
TtaOsia Tcov oAcov, the conception that every joy or 
pain felt by an individual soul vibrates through the 
universe, so that with any great martyr or Saviour 
the whole of life suffers. This idea finds perhaps 
its earliest expression in one of the songs of the 
Daughters of Ocean in the Prometheus', they suffer 
with him, the whole world suffers, and the fiercest 
and wildest of men are heart-sore because of him. 

CHORUS 

A great cry hath risen from the whole world’s compassion; 

The peoples of the sunset, they go grieving by the sea 
For a beauty long ago, for a greatness of old fashion, 
Thine and thy brethren’s, in the days when ye were 
free. 

In the Lords of Holy Asia there is wakened a strange 

passion, 

And the lips of them that perish pine for thee. 
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Yea, the Amazons, the dwellers beyond Phasis, 

Who love not, who battle without fear; 

And the hordes that wander in fierce places 

At the world’s rim, the Scythians of the Mere; 

And hard men, of Araby the flower, 

Where the high crags of Caucasus advance, 

They groan in their mountain-builded tower, 

Amid great wrath and flashing of the lance. 

The breakers of the sea clash and roar 
Together; and the gulfs thereof are sore 
With longing. There is murmur of hearts aching 
In Hades and the Cavern of the Deep; 

And the torrents of the hills, white-breaking. 

For pity of thy pain weep and weep. 

The Daughters of Ocean weep for him; they 
love him; but why, why was he so mad as to 
champion such a weak, transitory thing as man¬ 
kind and expect it to be his ally against the 
omnipotent ? For their own part, they have always 
lived in piety and obedience to Zeus in their quiet 
home by the Ocean stream (526 If.): 

It were happiness to live thus for ever, 

Untroubled, without fear of things to be, 

Making joy by the music of the river; 

But I tremble as mine eyes turn to thee, 

And I know the long chain 
Of thy torments, pain on pain; 

Thou hast feared not, thou hast trusted to the thought 
of thine own brain. 

And loved Man so dearly!—What is he,^ 

Alas, the vain service unrepaid, 

O Friend! Whither lookest thou for aid.^ 
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Shall they comfort thee who perish in a day ? 

Didst thou see not, that man was ever thus, 

Little-doing, and his strength hazardous 

And dream-like? In such weakness, every way, 

His blind tribes are chained, and his thought 
Shall escape not the prison, nor outstray 
The frame the great Carpenter hath wrought. 

We have seen before the enmity of Zeus against 
mankind, and the crucifixion of the Friend o 
man. We have here the sympatheia or fellow- 
suffering of all creation with Prometheus, an t e 
utter helplessness of man and his champion against 
the tyrant God. That, then, is the situation in the 
Prometheus Desmotes: that is the conflict. It seems 
at first sight insoluble, and before considering t e 
solution that Aeschylus has actually proposed, it 
may be as well to look for a moment at some o 
the other solutions that have been propounded in 

the great literatures of the world. 

I think there can be no doubt Aat the moral 

sense of civilized man, or of anything that claims 
the flattering title of Homo sapiens in whatever 
stage of development, is at times shocked an 
bewildered by the behaviour of the externa 
world. He is its slave, and it cares nothing or 
him: its values are not his values; and the snore 
he thinks of the world as alive and acting y 
conscious quasi-human will, the more profoun y 
is he shocked. The fires, floods, and famines, t e 
great inevitable miseries of nature, are not things 
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which any good man would think of causing or 
permitting even against his worst enemies, if he 
had control over them. The rebellion of certain 
religions against the Ruler of the World, so far as 
the ordinary run of events can serve as evidence 
of his character and intentions, is a rebellion of the 
moral sense not exactly against facts, but against 
the claim that facts because they are facts must be 
good. It is to a large extent the protest of the 
‘rebel passion’, Pity, and has led to much fine 
imaginative work. In itself, the rebellion is not a 
solution of any difficulty; but it often leads to 
interesting attempts at solving the main problem. 

One of the most impressive, no doubt, is the 
Book oj yoL The course of thought in yob^ though 
often sublime, is not on the whole lucid, a fact 
which has led critics to conclude that it is a good 
deal interpolated. But the main lines can be made 
out. It is a ‘theodicy’, an attempt to ‘justify the 
ways of God to man’> Its dramatic form, as well 
as its philosophical substance, is without parallel 
in our remains of Hebrew literature. And we may 
remember that some Biblical scholars have thought 
it was actually inspired by the Prometheus of 
Aeschylus, which the author may have read, or 
heard about, in Egypt. The book begins with a 
mythological setting in which the story is repre¬ 
sented as the result of a sort of bet upon the part 
of Satan that, though Job while prosperous is 
perfectly pious, he can be made to ‘curse God’ if 
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he is sufficiently tormented and afflicted. The 
Almighty enters into the spirit of this atrocious 
proposal, and every kind of torment is showered 
upon the innocent man. It is like torturing your 
faithful dog to see if you can make him bite you. 
So much for the mythological prologue. Then 
comes the real substance of the book. It is a dis¬ 
cussion of the just or unjust government of ffie 
world. Through most of the book the divine 
Justice is taken for granted, which seems to imply 
the conclusion that, since Job is made miserable 
by Jehovah, he must be wicked. He must deserve 
all that he gets. This is the view of the Comforters, 
but Job never admits it. Like the faithful dog, 
who will never turn against his master, he says 
‘Though He slay me, yet will I trust in Him’,' but 
he steadfastly refuses to confess to sins that he has 

not committed or to a general wickedness of which 
he is not conscious. He cannot see the justice or 
the reason of his afflictions; he states his innocence 
and craves a reply. He would like to see the case 

against him in black and white (xxxi, 35 )’ 
that one would hear me! Behold, my desire is 
that the Almighty should answer me and that 

mine adversary had written a book. 

Elihu the Buzite is thoroughly shocked by this 
attitude of Job. His belly becomes like wine that 
has no vent; it is ready to burst with indignation, 
like new bottles. He undertakes to make an 

* So the AV: the original is obscure. 
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answer. God must be righteous and cannot do 
wrong. Therefore Job is committing a grave sin 
in protesting his innocence, and thus attempting 
to judge the justice of God. ‘Thinkest thou this 
to be right, that thou saidst My righteousness is 
more than God’s?’ He goes on to argue that God 
owes Job nothing: Job’s goodness cannot benefit 
Him nor Job’s wickedness hurt Him. It is exactly 
the view rejected by Plutarch* but reasserted by 
certain medieval theologians, that animals have no 
cause to complain if man tortures them, because 
he has no duties towards them. On moral grounds 
this is a pretty miserable answer, yet it is essen¬ 
tially the same as the answer made by Jehovah 
Himself. ‘Who is this that darkeneth knowledge? 
.... Where wast thou when I laid the foundations 
of the earth ? Declare, if thou hast understanding. 
Who hath laid the measures thereof?.... Where¬ 
upon are the foundations fashioned ? Or who laid 
the corner stone thereof when the morning stars 
sang together and all the sons of God shouted for 
joy ?* Later on, after long insistence on the puny 
and ephemeral nature of Job, the Almighty comes 
to the central argument: ‘Wilt thou disannul My 
judgment? Wilt thou condemn Me that thou 
mayest be righteous? Hast thou an arm like God 
or canst thou thunder with a voice like Him?’ 

If Plato or Aristotle had been present at this 
discussion I think they would have felt as explo- 

* De SolUrtla Animalium^ and more seriously, De Esu Canrium, 
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sive as Elihu the Buzite, but on different grounds. 
They would have pointed out that Jehovah was 
not answering the real question at all. No one had 
doubted God*s power, it was His justice they had 
questioned; and His only answer has been to 
reassert His power again and again in a storm of 
magnificent rhetoric, and demand how a worm 
like Job dares to ask any question at all. God does 
not show, or even say, that He is righteous by 
human standards of righteousness; what he does 
assert is that He is, in Nietzsche’s phrase, 
Jenseits von Gut und Bose^ and that the puny 
standards by which man judges right and wrong 
simply do not apply to the power that rules 
the universe. If God’s rule conflicts with human 
morality, that is because human morality is such 
a limited thing, not valid beyond particular 
regions of time and space. It is impertinence in 
man to expect God to be ‘righteous’. This can be 
defended as a real and profound answer. But it is 
one that would have utterly shocked Plato or 
Aristotle, The democratic Greek instinctively 
cared more for Law and Justice, Noiios and 
AiKaiooOvri. The Oriental, accustomed to the 
rule of a despot or patriarch, cared most for 
obedience to the supreme Power. 

Let us consider next the line taken by the more 
rebel thinkers, some of them proposing solutions, 
and some merely denouncing the government of 
the world without condescending to propose any 



96 AESCHYLUS 

solution at all. Some of the Gnostics considered 
the present government of the world evil, but 
believed that some Saviour, some Simon or Jesus 
or Divine Man, would eventually rescue the Lost 
Soul of Man, or the Virgin of Divine Wisdom, 
now wandering lost in the waste of matter, and 
rise with her to a sphere above the planets. He 
would in the end conquer the present tyrants of 
the world, and the rule of Righteousness, or at 
least the rule of the Saints, be established. Simi¬ 
larly, certain persecuted medieval sects derived 
from the Hussites in central Europe concluded 
that since the Pope persecuted them and was the 
representative of God upon earth, therefore God 
also was a persecutor and an enemy; the only 
trustworthy champion of the oppressed was God*s 
conquered and injured rival, Satan; though per¬ 
haps there was also something to be hoped from 
Jesus, whom God had had crucified because he 
was kind to man. There are echoes of these ideas 
in various imaginative writers of the ‘demoniac’ 
school, from Byron and Leopardi to Anatole 
France. There was a very striking play called 
Prometheus begun by Goethe in his youth. It was 
unfortunately shown at an early stage to Lessing 
and other critics, who were shocked and urged the 
author to suppress it. Consequently, it is still a 
fragment and little known. 

To English readers, of course, the most famous 
poem on this subject is Shelley’s Prometheus Un- 
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bound. It is strongly influenced by Aeschylus, 
and, in a less degree, by Milton. Shelley, how¬ 
ever, has moralized the whole issue far more than 
either of his models. Aeschylus had taken a folk¬ 
tale about the contest between a cunning minor 
god and a powerful high god, and turned it into 
the contest between a Friend of Man and the 
Supreme Ruler who despises man. Shelley starts 
from this stage, and makes his Friend of Man a 
personification of Love and the Christian virtues, 
while the Supreme Ruler becomes a power of 
Supreme Evil. It is surprising that out of material 
so undramatic as a mere contest between pure evil 
and pure good Shelley has made such a magni¬ 
ficent poem. It leaves him, however, with an even 
more steep and pronounced problem to solve, a 

problem which cannot be solved either on Job s lines 

or—as we shall see—on those of Aeschylus. There 
is nothing for Shelley to do except boldly to make 
Zeus fall and Prometheus reign—or at least initiate 
a sort of anarchist republic of triumphant virtue 
in which there is no need of a ruler. The plain 
man’s objection to this as a solution is that it is 
obviously not true. The non-human government 
of the world is not overthrown, and shows no signs 
of being likely to be overthrown. Also, the plain 
man might say, even if the way of the world is not 
quite agreeable to the demands of the human con¬ 
science, it is not as purely black as Shelley makes 
out. On the other hand, we must remember that 

4668 
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Shelley definitely believed in the perfectibility of 
man as a practical proposition. He believed that 
its consummation was quite feasible, and only pre¬ 
vented from coming to immediate realization by 
certain ‘customs’ and ‘prejudices’ which could be 
corrected or removed by ‘enlightenment’. He did 
probably think that a state more or less resembling 
that universal bliss described in the last Act of 
Prometheus would actually be some day achieved 
by mankind. One might possibly make the 
Shelleian conception credible in the following 
way. Take the existing world as a cockpit of 
strife and cruelty, in which every living thing lives 
daily by the death and torment of another and 
innocence is of no value: that is Zeus, In the midst 
of that hell, however, there exists the plain unde¬ 
niable fact of love and self-sacrifice, as shown, for 
example, in the devotion of a tigress to her cubs and 
the 9iAia, friendship or social instinct, which binds 
society together: that is Prometheus. It is a very 
weak, very small, ingredient in the whole mass, 
but it looks as if it was increasing. In course of 
time, say, in a hundred million years or so, the 
time which light from the farthest star takes to 
reach the earth, it may have grown so strong as 
to prevail completely. That would be Shelley’s 
Promethean reign, reached by endurance and 
effort.* 


* To endure pangs which hope thinks infinite; 
To forgive wrongs darker than death or night; 
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But what was the solution propounded by Aes¬ 
chylus himself ? W^e know that it was not the fall of 
Zeus. The threats of Prometheus are strong, but, 
as we have already seen, they are all conditional. 
Zeus must fall unless Prometheus reveals the 
secret that will save him, and this Prometheus will 
not reveal except on his own conditions. No 
threat of torture will move him. His present 
punishment is not enough, and he is hurled in 
chains to Tartarus. That is the state of affairs at 
the end of the Prometheus Bounds which was the 

first play of a tragic trilogy. 

The second was called HpoiiriOeus Auopevog, not 
Prometheus Unbound, but The Unbinding of Prome¬ 
theus, since AuotiEvos is a present participle. The 
play itself is lost, but there are some twenty refe¬ 
rences to it in ancient literature, and we can make 
out something of its plot. There was a Chorus of 
Titans sympathizing with Prometheus, like the 
Daughters of Ocean in the Prometheus Bound. 
Among the characters were Gaia, the mother o 
Prometheus, and Heracles. Now, it was Gaia who 
revealed to Prometheus the secret on which the 
fate of Zeus depended. It therefore seems highly 

To defy power that seems omnipotent; 

To love and bear, to hope tiU hope creates 

From its own wreck the thing it contemplates, 

Never to change nor falter nor repent; 

This, like thy glory, Titan, is to be 
Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free; 

This is alone Hfe, power, empire and victory. 

Shelley, Prometheus, last lines. 
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probable that she has come in order to be author¬ 
ized by Prometheus to reveal it to Zeus. It was 
Heracles who set Prometheus free; he must be 
there by the will of Zeus in order to do so. The 
secret is that the son of Thetis will be greater than 
his father. Zeus had been on the point of making 
her his bride, but on hearing this oracle he hands 
her over to a mortal suitor, Peleus. Thus Zeus 
is saved: he is not to have a son greater than him¬ 
self. In return he sets Prometheus free, restores 
his dignities, and founds in his honour the Festival 
of the Promethia. This festival seems to have been 
the subject of the third play, the ITpotJiriOeOs ITup- 
96pos, Prometheus the Fire-hearer,^ That, then, is 
the end of the story. Peace is made on certain 
terms between the two enemies, and solemnized 
in a great ritual, as in the Fumenides, 

Now, here there is a chance of making a bad 
mistake. In the Hesiodic folk-tale, where the 
whole story was a contest of wit against power, 
with no moral issue at stake, the secret was pro¬ 
bably merely a trump card. Zeus, whatever his 

* It has often been thought that 7Tvp96pos must have meant ‘Fire- 
bringer* and applied to the first play of the three, describing Prome¬ 
theus* offence, the bringing of the fire to man. The Scholia, however, 
tell us definitely that Aeschylus in the nup96pos says that Prometheus 
had been bound for thirty thousand years; it must therefore have been 
the closing play of the trilogy, not the opening. The foundation of a 
festival was a common ending for tragedies. In Euripides, who wrote 
in single plays, it often comes at the end of a single play; in Aeschylus, 
who wrote in trilogies, it seems to have been kept as a rule for the last 
play of a trilogy. 
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feelings, was compelled to make terms, and Prome¬ 
theus insisted on pretty stiff ones—his own re¬ 
lease and reinstatement, the same for all the Titans, 
and some sort of survival rights for mankind. And 
some scholars have attributed this same denoue¬ 
ment, without qualification, to Aeschylus- I think 
it is clear that they are wrong. Such a mechanical 
solution is out of tone with Aeschylus whole 
treatment, just as it is in tone with that of Hesiod. 
Even if we had no external evidence I confess that 
I should feel such an end to the P rometheus trilogy 
to be incredible. The real solution takes us into 
one of the deepest and most characteristic recesses 
of the mind of Aeschylus. It is Zeus who repents 
more than Prometheus. 

The evidence for this statement is to be found 
in other plays, not in the fragments of the Prome¬ 
theus. We shall find in the Agamemnon that, as 
contrasted with all the previous rulers of Heaven, 
Zeus has a new and extraordinary faculty, the 
power to think and to learn by suffering. Be ore 
Zeus the world was governed by beings who were 
like blind forces of nature. But with Zeus came 
something new: what the Greeks called ^uvems or 
Understanding./ He understood. Euripides in the 
Frogs prays to Sunests, ‘ Understanding ; the Chorus 
of Huntsmen in the Hippolytus, in the rnidst o 
their despair, cling to a belief in luveoiv Tiva, 
‘some great Understanding’; the Old Men in t e 
Heracles, more rebellious, ponder how different 
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the world would be if the gods had like 

men.^ 

Through this power of thought or understand¬ 
ing Zeus changes his way of rule.^ 

Zeus, Zeus, Whate’er He be— 

If this name He love to hear, 

This He shall be called of me. 

Searching earth and sea and air. 

Refuge nowhere can I find 
Save Him only, if my mind 
Would cast off, before it die. 

The burden of this vanity. 

One there was who reigned of old 
Big with wrath to brave and blast: 

Lo, his name is no more told! 

And who followed met at last 
The Third Thrower and is gone. 

Only they whose hearts have known 
Zeus, the Conqueror and the Friend, 

They shall win their vision’s end: 

Zeus the Guide, who made man turn 
Thoughtward, Zeus who did ordain 
Man by suffering shall learn. 

So the heart of him, again 
Aching with remembered pain, 

Bleeds and sleepeth not, until 
Wisdom comes against his will. 

’Tis the gift of One by strife 
Lifted to the throne of life. 

What Zeus taught to man he had first practised 
himself. He came by strife and battle to his throne, 

’ 893; Hip, 1105; Her, 655. * Ag, i6off. 



POET OF IDEAS 


103 


He overpowered and imprisoned his adversaries; 
and then ^aching with rememberedpain\ he learned 
something; something which led him to set free his 
enemies the Titans, to pardon sinners like Ixion and 
Orestes, to send Heracles to release Prometheus, 
and to bring lo at last to peace. Zeus himself is 
the Saviour. 

The key to the understanding of Zeus lies in 
his healing of lo and his pardon of Orestes. The 
pardon of Orestes we must deal with later:^ lo we 
can consider now. 

In the Prometheus Desmotes his treatment of lo 
is like the last infamy of a licentious tyrant. For 
the traditional tyrant in Greek poetry behaves like 
the traditional wicked baronet of the English 
stage. We have already heard lo’s story; and lest 
there should be any doubt as to the impression 
made by this conduct of Zeus, we must note that 
the Chorus are almost inarticulate with horror at 
such TTfiporra, Auiiorra, 2^el|iorra, ‘sufferings, crimes, 
and terrors*, while lo herself, on hearing her 
future fate, breaks into inarticulate sobbing, and 
then threatens to throw herself over the precipice 
and die. Prometheus bids her think of him. Her 
torment is comparatively short: he must suffer 
on, age after age, until Zeus is hurled from^ his 
throne. ‘Whatl’ cries lo, ‘Can that ever hcV It 
would be the one thing that could reconcile her 
to life, Prometheus assures her that it must come; 

* See Chapter VI. 
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none but Prometheus himself can speak the word 
by which Zeus might be saved, and it is taken for 
granted by both lo and Prometheus himself that 
that word will never be spoken. 

Thus we have in this play Zeus appearing as an 
unredeemed tyrant, hating men, torturing their 
divine champion, and making women the victims 
of his lust. Yet the audience might suspect that 
this was not the whole truth, for several reasons. 
Not only would they hesitate to expect a thorough¬ 
going Satanism from Aeschylus; they knew that 
in the tradition Zeus and Prometheus were, as a 
matter of fact, reconciled; and they also knew that 
in an earlier play Aeschylus had already treated 
the lo story, deepened all its issues, and made of 

it a mystery tending to the glory of Zeus in spite 
of all, 

. In the Suppliant Women^ many years before the 
Prometheus^ the descendants of lo in the fifth 
generation come back from Egypt, where they 
were born, to Argos. They claim and receive 
protection from the Argives as descendants of an 
Argive princess. Why have they come.? Because 
they are flying across the seas from the lust of 

Sons; and the whole play rings with 
denunciations of the unpardonable sin of the pur¬ 
suers. 

Shall bird be clean, which maketh bird his food.? 

Shall man be clean, who doth his lust fulfil 

Against her will, against her father’s will, 
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On woman? Never more shall such an one. 

Nay, not in death, escape the deed he has done. 

A Zeus is there, not ours, on each bowed head 

Who deals the unchanging judgment of the dead, 

‘Against her will, against her father’s will’ . ., that 
is exactly what Zeus himself did to lo. The 
daughters of lo ‘wander in the print of ancient 
feet’, and are actually asking for protection against 
violation from Zeus, the violator of lo. How is 
this strange situation to be met ? 

In the first place, without directly contradicting 
the legend, Aeschylus seems to deny that there 
was any lust, any violation. There was Aoyos tis, 
‘a certain story’, ‘a tradition’, telling of such. But 
the actual birth of lo’s son Epaphus was a Virgin 
Birth, by the laying on of the hand of Zeus. And 
neither in the Supplices nor in the Prometheus is 
there any mention of an actual union between 
Zeus and the mortal woman. 

Next, though the sufferings of lo are not at all 
minimized, they are treated as a sort of ordeal 
or preparation, leading towards some conclusion 
which involves ineffable bliss. One must presume 
that the end was not to be reached without them; 
and the end means not only bliss to lo but the 
birth of a Saviour of the World, who is also the 
destined liberator of Prometheus. One cannot but 
be reminded of the passion of the suffering God 
or Redeemer in various of the mysteries. 

But it is not very helpful merely to give, as it 
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were, the skeleton argument of a poem on which 
the author has evidently spent intense thought and 
emotion. I will quote such translation as I have 
been able to make of the lyric in which Aeschylus 
treats the lo myth most fully. 

O King of Kings, 

Blest beyond all things blest; 

Of perfect things 

In power the perfectest; 

Hear in thy bliss 

Our prayer, and let it be! 

Keep from us this 

That is abhorred by thee, 

The lust of man; Oh, deep beneath the dark 
Blue water sink that black and evil barque! 

To woman turn thine eye; 

Regard us here: 

The children*s child am I 
Of her once dear. 

Remember; understand 
Dear thoughts long dead. 

Thou who didst lay thine hand 
On lo’s head! 

From her who once was thine, O Zeus, we come, 
Lost children, seeking Argos and our home. 

I wander in the print of ancient feet; 

’Mid these same blossoms haunted lo grazed; 
From this same pasture sweet 
She fled, by pain made fleet. 

Through many tribes of men, with mind amazed, 
Till all the fronting world she clove in twain. 

And left deep-scored her pathway o’er the main. 
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There follows a description of her terrible pilgrim¬ 
age through many lands, ending in Egypt: 

. . . there must lo go, 
Mad with long shame and scorn, 

Witness to Hera’s greatness, and a cry 
Of torment on her lips like prophecy. 


Mortals on that day dwelling in the land, 

Their hearts shook inwardly, 

Seeing a sight they might not understand: 

In pale fear every eye. 

Gazed on a being agonized, half-human. 

Some part a tortured beast and some part woman: 
Behold a mystery! 

By whose word at the last was comfort given 
To lo wounded, wandering, gadfly-driven ? 

Thou, Zeus, from everlasting ages Lord, 

Didst set her free; 

By thine unwounding strength, thy breath in-poured. 
Wrath ceased to be; 

In a last tenderness of tears her shame 
Flowed forth to die: 

She took into her body the great Name, 

The Word that cannot lie. 

And bore a babe most perfect, without blame. 

Through ages long fulfilled in happiness. 

Wherefore all Earth 

Lifteth her voice to praise the Father, and bless 
The supreme birth. 

This is the deed of Zeus, all deeds above. 
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Who else but He 

Could tear the web of hate that Hera wove ? 

And thus are we, even we, 

Born of that wrong, that agony, that love.^ 

This enables us, so far as such intimacy with a 
man who has been dead for two thousand years 
is possible at all, to grasp the main lines of Aes¬ 
chylus’ thought, and the theory by which he tries 
to answer Job’s question. First, Zeus has the 
power of Thought, the power of Learning by 
experience, which differentiates him and his rule 
from all that has gone before. He has also led man 
along the road of Thought. He learns and does 
better. This gives us the interesting theory—not, 
like Shelley’s, of the perfectibility of Man—but 
of the perfectibility of God. The doctrine recurs 
in a slightly different form, if I remember rightly, 
in the famous pessimist philosopher. Von Hart¬ 
mann, who urges his disciples ‘To work with God 
to redeem God’. Translated from metaphor into 
a statement of fact, Aeschylus’ theory would mean 
that this brutal non-moral external world which 
still dominates Man and shocks his conscience has 
itself a possibility of evolving towards something 
more spiritual and more concordant with our 

* I will not here discuss the possible meaning of the lo myth as 
allegory in the mind of Aeschylus, except to suggest that lo, like all 
these cow- or moon-goddesses, typifies the fate of woman: the violation 
of virginity, the agony of child-birth, and the love that—so Aeschylus 
suggests—atones for all. I have ventured to expand the birth from 
Epaphus in the last verse in order to make this point clearer. (See 
the Introduction to my translation of the Suppliant fFomenl) 
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higher ideals—a view which would not, I think, 
be rejected by Bergson. 

But there is a second element in the theory 
also: one which is thrilling as poetry, though in 
philosophy it may suggest a mere cowardly volte- 
face. What if there is something quite wrong in 
the present condemnation of Zeus as he now is ? 
What if Prometheus and lo herself are utterly 
mistaken, at any rate in their judgement of what 
seems like his worst action ? It is not merely that 
at present he is new to the throne, and still—as 
we should put it—in a state of war-psychosis, from 
which, as he learns, he will recover.^ Even the 
things which he is doing now are part of a long¬ 
distance plan, inscrutable by our mortal minds 
and therefore unjudgeable. One can only pray 
that his desire may be for what we, so far as we 
understand it, should call good or godlike. 

To quote the Supplices again (86): 

Oh, may the desire of God be indeed of God! 

Is it not strong in the chase? 

On all roads with dark issue, a burning rod, 

It guides man’s mortal race. 

It falleth firm, it slippeth not, whatso thought 

In the brain of Zeus is formed. It is word and deed. 
Through tangled forest and shadow His paths are 
wrought, 

Which none may trace nor read. 

Thus we see that Aeschylus has in his mind two 

> Pr, 35. 
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speculative answers to the Question of Job, each 
effective singly but the two still more effective in 
combination. The world power that he calls Zeus 
learns and grows. The elan vital, as M. Bergson 
calls it, at first almost blind in its striving, acquires 
clearer and more definite aims; the striving be¬ 
comes more intelligent, and at last more spiritual. 
At the same time, even in its present state, amid all 
its horrors, the world power is something beyond 
our comprehension and power of judgement. 
Though doubtless terribly imperfect even by its 
own standards, it is not to be fully understood 
or measured by standards which have been built 
up to suit the finite and narrow experience of man. 


CHAPTER IV 


THE WAR PLAYS, PERSAE AND 
SEVEN AGAINST THEBES 

W ITH the Persae we seem to be on firmer 
ground than with the Supplicesov Prometheus. 
For one thing it is not only a play: it is a direct his¬ 
torical record of one of the great events that have 
decided the destiny of Europe, the repulse of the 
invasion of Greece by Xerxes. It gives a detailed 
account of a great sea-battle fought more than 
two thousand four hundred years ago by one who 
was not only an eyewitness but a combatant, and 
one who, besides his Greek sense of poetry, had 
also the peculiar Greek power of describing what 
he saw. In some ways his account of the actual 
Battle of Salamis is better even than that of the 
historian Herodotus, writing forty years later with 
an abundance of carefully sifted material. True, the 
details of the long Persian retreat are much vaguer; 
Aeschylus knew them only by report. The ac¬ 
count of previous Persian history shows how very 
little was known in 472 even by the best-informed 
Athenians about the great empire which had al¬ 
most become their master. Aeschylus knew no¬ 
thing apparently about Astyages and Cyaxares, 
he had little of the information at the disposal of 
Herodotus; but his account of Salamis, the night 
before, the morning, and the day, and the look 
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of the shores and shallows on the day after, is that 
of an eyewitness of the sort the Greeks called 
oAriOfis—‘one who does not forget*. 

We have also some details about the perform¬ 
ance. The Didascalia, or official record of the 
performance at Athens, is in part preserved. The 
date was the archonship of Menon, 473—472 b.c.; 
and since the Great Dionysia took place in the 
spring, that clearly takes us to the spring of 
472. The choregusj that is, the citizen responsible 
for the expenses, was Pericles. Aeschylus ob¬ 
tained the first prize with the four plays Phineus^ 
PersaCy Glaucus of PotniaCy and Prometheus the 
Pirekindler. We learn further that Aeschylus pro¬ 
duced the Persae a year or two later at Syracuse, 
on the invitation of the Tyrant Hiero. 

The list of four plays raises a problem. It was 
the custom of Aeschylus to produce a proper 
trilogy of continuous plays on the same subject, 
followed by a satyr-play. It was so in the Pro- 
metheus trilogy, the Theban trilogy, the Danaid 
trilogy, and finally in the Oresteia. Indeed, Suidas 
tells us that it was Sophocles who began the prac¬ 
tice of competing with separate plays which did 
not form a continuous story. This practice had 
its obvious advantages, and one would not be 
surprised to find that in some of his later work 
Aeschylus had followed the younger playwright*s 
example. But the Persae is a very early play; the 
earliest but one that we possess. Consequently 
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one cannot but suspect that the four plays Phtneus^ 
Persaey GlaucusoJPotniae^ and Prometheus the Fire- 
kindler really form some sort of continuous story. 

For this last a quite good connexion suggests 
itself. For when the Greeks returned to their cities 
after the Battle of Plataea, they had to purify the 
sacred places which had been polluted by the 
Persians, and to do this they put out all the fires 
in the country and had them relit from the sacred 
hearth at Delphi.* That great ceremonial of fire¬ 
kindling would be a good subject for the final 
play of a tetralogy. 

As to the first of the four, Phineus^ that blind 
prophet is chiefly known for his meeting with the 
Argonauts, when he was delivered from the har¬ 
pies by the two Sons of the North Wind. Now 
Herodotus treats the Argonaut expedition as an 
invasion of Asia by Europe, duly repaid in course 
of time by the invasion of Europe by Asia under 
the Persians,^ On this view, the Phtneus would 
give us the blind prophet foretelling to the Argo¬ 
nauts the retributory war which their bold adven¬ 
ture must bring about: the Persae would show the 
prophecy fulfilled. The third play, Glaucus oj 
Potniae^^ fits in less well. This Glaucus was a hero 
of the vegetation type, like Dionysus, Osiris, 

* Plut. ArUtideSy 20; Numa, 9. 

^ Hdt. i. 2; cf. Aesch. fr. 260 N. 

^ The word TToTvieus is omitted in the best MS. There was an¬ 
other play by Aeschylus, Glaucus of the Sea, TTovnos, which, however, 

seems from the scanty evidence to have been a satyr-play, not a tragedy. 
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Pentheus, Orpheus, who died by a sparagmos\ like 
Hippolytus, he suffered it from his own horses. 
He fed his horses on flesh, as the Thracian Lycur- 
gus did, and they went mad and devoured him at 
the village of Potniae. One can see no direct con¬ 
nexion with the PersaCy though it is curious that 
Potniae was close by the site of the Battle of 
Plataea and was perhaps actually covered by the 
preliminary skirmish in which the general of the 
Persian cavalry, Masistios, was killed by the action 
of his horse. Struck by an arrow, the animal 
reared and fell on him, and he was then cut to 
pieces by the enemy.' A horse and a sparagmos: 
it is just possible therefore that the Persae did form 
the second play of a connected trilogy and that 
we can accept Suidas’ statement as true. But the 


connexion was clearly far less close and continuous 
than in the other Aeschylean trilogies known to us. 

The Persae is generally described as the first 
historical play in European literature, and to some 


extent the description obviously fits. The Battle 
of Salamis was fought in 480, Plataea in 479; the 
Athenians rebuilt their ruined city in 478, and 
soon afterwards celebrated their victory, or rather 
their deliverance, in a tragedy, the Persae of 
Phrynichus. In 472, i.e. four or five years later, 
came the Persae of Aeschylus, with the same sub¬ 
ject and title and, so we are informed by a very 
ancient authority,^ a general similarity of treat- 


Hdt. ix, 20, 24. 2 Glaucus of Rhegium^^orw// f. 400 b.c. 
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ment. One would like to know if there had been 
a regular celebration of the same theme at the 
Oreat Dionysia every year between 478 and 472. 
It seems quite likely, though evidently the insti¬ 
tution was not permanent. There was certainly 
a regular celebration every four years at the 
^anathenaea, where the epic of Choirilos on the 
Persian War was, for a time, allowed the unique 
prmlege of being recited along with the works 
ot Homer. There was an annual celebration of 
the Victory of Salamis at the Aianteia, or festival 
in honour of Ajax, the Salaminian hero, on Muny- 
chion 16, about a month after the Dionysia.* It 
seems therefore a little misleading to speak of the 
Persae as an historical play. It is rather a national 
ce e ration. It is not so much to be compared 
with a modern play about, say, Mary, Queen of 
Scots, as with a Thanksgiving Service at West¬ 
minster Abbey to commemorate the Armistice of 
1910 . except that the service would of course 

be a service and the Persae is, after all, a drama. 

1 he construction is extremely simple. It needs 
only a Chorus and two actors, and falls into three 
istinct parts. At the opening the Persian Elders, 
he Faithful’, are at their Council Chamber 
waiting for news, long delayed, of the vast armies 
at have gone overseas to subdue Hellas. We 


NiirachoT-Va "'u “z, Clealnetos and 
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hear of the long array of Persian and Median 
nobles, of vassal kings from Memphis and Egyptian 
Thebes; Lydian princes, gay with golden armour 
and four-horsed and even six-horsed chariots, fol¬ 
lowed by subject tribes from the mountains; and 
lastly the golden Babylon with her motley multi¬ 
tude of nations, marshmen and rivermen, terrible 
archers, and ‘all the long-knived multitude’ from 
the hidden valleys of Asia. Their hearts rise as 
they sing. Who could ever stand against such a 
flood of armed men ? War has been from of old 
the birthright of the Persian; the thunder of the 
horsemen and the overthrowing of towers and the 
trampling of cities in the dust. And now, the dry 
land being conquered, they have turned conquer¬ 
ing to the sea. 

We have seen the waves whiten in the fury of the wind, 
We have faced the holy places of the deep. 

And yet... the inscrutable craft of God, is Man 
ever safe from it ? It is strange in this empty land; 
with no news; only the old men and the women 
left, and the women often weeping for the men 
who have gone. They are about to take counsel 
together when there enters to them the Queen 
Mother, Atossa—who, as Herodotus tells us, ‘held 
at that time all the power’. She has been disturbed 
by strange dreams and asks for advice. The Elders 
advise her to pray to her dead husband, Darius, 
the old and good King, who had visited her in the 
dream, and are answering her questions about 
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Athens and the Greeks, what armies they have, 

what resources, how, with no master over them, 

they can ever face an angry foe, when there rushes 

in a Messenger from Xerxes to announce that all 

is lost. Salamis—hated name—is crowded with 
Persian dead. 


The Messenger is at first wild and inarticulate 
with grief; then in answer to Atossa’s questions he 
becomes coherent. Xerxes himself still lives. 

That word is joy to all my house, a bright 
Gleam as of morning after starless night. 

But the others—Artembares, Dadochas the chili- 
arch, Tenagon the Bactrian are dead; there was 
a little island full of wild pigeons where the bodies 
were floating. Name after great name we hear of 
them, slain some one way and some another. 

Atossa questions further: What were the numbers? 
Is Athens still unbroken ? ‘Yes’, says the Messen¬ 
ger; ‘while her men live she has an unbroken wall.’ 
As a matter of fact, the town and acropolis had 
been sacked and burnt; all Athens was now 
in the ships. At last the Messenger tells his full 
story of the battle: how a pretended traitor came 

. j warn him that the Greeks 

intended to fly as soon as night fell. Xerxes was 

delighted and made his plans for surrounding 

them; all the outlets were guarded, ships sent 

round to the other side of Salamis, and all the 

l"ersian fleet kept at work, rowing up and down, so 

that no Greek vessel should escape. But nothing 
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happened. No sign came from the Greeks at their 
anchorage. ^ 

Not till the wild white horses of the Morn 
Took all the earth with glory; then was borne 
A sound across the sea, a voice, a strong 
Clamour exultant like a leaping song. 

And Echo answering from the island rock 
Cried ‘Battle*. 

The Persians had been enticed into the narrows, 
where the sea-craft of the Greeks had more scope 
to crowd them and drive them on one another till 
their oars were broken by the brazen rams and 
ship after ship went over. The few escaped who 
could. 

And even that was not the end. Xerxes had 
taken possession of a little island, Psyttaleia, be¬ 
tween Salamis and the mainland, and landed a 
body of chosen troops there. When the sea-fight 
was lost, this island became a trap. The Greeks 
surrounded it and charged 

till no more 

Breathed any life of man upon that shore. 

And Xerxes groaned, looking upon that deep 
Of misery. For a throne he had, a steep 
And towering crest, hard by the open sea, 
Commanding all the field. 

He groaned, rent his robes, sent orders of retreat 
to the land army, and fled. The retreat was long 
and painful. Command of the sea being lost, 
there were no means of feeding adequately such 
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large numbers; winter storms came prematurely, 

and of course the route lay mostly through hostile 
country, 

Atossa goes to prepare her offerings, and after 
a great imaginative lyric by the Chorus, wailing 
for the men who are *torn by the a\yful sea, 
gnawed by the voiceless children of the Un¬ 
defiled*, returns in sad garb and without her train 
of attendants, to pour the libations to Darius. We 
find that we are now at his grave—which was, as 
a matter of fact, at Persepolis, some hundreds of 
miles away from Susa. Early tragedy paid little 
attention to such minutiae. There follows an im¬ 
passioned scene of Invocation, full of strange 
words and oriental colour, till out of the Tomb 
arises the ghost or spirit of the Great King. ‘Why 
have they called him V The Elders for very dread 
cannot speak. He turns to Atossa, who, with the 
same dignity and courage that she shows all 

through the play, tells him without shrinking the 
whole tale of disaster. 

It is news to him and yet not news. For he 
recognizes in it the fulfilment of an oracle which 
he had hoped would be long postponed, but which 
had now been precipitated upon Persia by the 
Hubris of Xerxes. And the end is not yet. The 
crown of suffering is still to come for 

Those godless, those of pride infatuate, 

ho made of Greece their prey, nor held it shame 
To rob her gods and give her shrines to flame. 
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Altars lie wrecked and images of God 
O’erthrown, disbased, and down in rubbish trod. 

For which dire sin, dire suffering now is theirs, 

And direr yet shall be. . . . 

An oozing crust Plataea’s field shall know 
Of mire blood-soaked beneath the Dorian lance; 

And piles of dead dumb warning shall advance, 

Even to our children’s children, that the eye 
Of mortal man lift not his hopes too high. 

Hubris against his fellow man, and sacrilege 
against the gods: the two sins for which Moira 
and Dike inevitably exact atonement. Darius 
takes his way again to the darkness, after bidding 
Atossa go to meet Xerxes, who is returning in 
discomfiture, his rent garments scarcely covering 
his body. ‘He shall have robes meet for a King!’ 
cries his mother, and goes. 

A strange Chorus of dreams and memory fol¬ 
lows, about the greatness and peace of the Persian 
Empire in Darius’ day; the Greek cities and 
islands which are now lost to Persia—or from 
another point of view, now free and in alliance 
with Athens; the great armies of Persia and the 
allies from unnumbered lands, now brought to 
nothing, ‘scourged by the conquering sea’. 

Xerxes enters in lamentation, humiliated yet 
still dignified and even generous. He is met by 
the Elders with bitter reproaches: Where are 
those he took with him, the youth of the land, the 
friends who fought at the King’s side, where has 
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he left them, he, the *Crowder of Hades with 
Persian dead’? He accepts the full blame. 

I left them dying; 

Fallen I left them, 

From a Tyrian galley 
Fallen and lost. 


Yawan, the despised Ionian, had taken them in 
his conquering ‘shipwallM battle 

As he swept the dark of the waters 
And the desolate shore’. 


The sad procession moves towards the Palace— 
the scene is before the Palace again, not at Darius’ 
Tomb—through the long streets: 

XER. O ye that walked so softly, raise your head. 

Let your grief roam. 

CHo. O soil of Persia, thou art hard to tread! 

XER. O trireme ships, O shoals of Persian dead I 
CHO. With sobs that scarce find voice I lead thee home. 

Why is the Persae a great tragedy.? It has little 
plot and not much study of character; it was 

I ^ written to order for a 

; it was not original—in the 
ordinary sense at least—but modelled on a pre¬ 
vious play of the same title and subject by another 
author; and lastly, it is a celebration of a national 
victory, one of the very worst fields for good 

poetry. How can it be a great tragedy ? ^ 

To take the last point first, patriotic poetry as a 
class IS not usually good: it is poetry written not to 
express an essentially poetical impulse or intuition 
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but poetry used as a vehicle for expressing an 
alien emotion. It suffers from the same dangers 
as political or argumentative poetry. The emo¬ 
tion of patriotism may no doubt include highly 
dramatic and poetical elements; but conquering 
patriotism hardly ever makes good poetry. One 
may think of Drayton’s Agincourt^ Dryden’s 
Annus Mirahilis^ or the long persecution of the 
Muse which eventually produced Addison’s poem 
on the Battle of Blenheim. The fact is that the 
emotions of victory—the self-satisfaction of suc¬ 
cess, the triumphing over opponents, the exulta¬ 
tion, the almost inevitable blindness to deeper 
issues—militate against true poetry. If the victory 
is felt as an escape or deliverance, the case is 
different; but otherwise defeat is a deeper experi¬ 
ence than victory, as being wounded involves 
stronger sensations than wounding some one else. 
Consequently, it is defeat, not victory, that has 
produced most of the great epics. Shakespeare 
did well not to write about the defeat of the 
Armada. 


In our time there has been much fine literature 
generated by the Napoleonic Wars, from Stendhal 
and Erckmann-Chatrian to Thackeray and Tol¬ 
stoy. But none are celebrations of mere victory; 
all are studies of the experiences of the human soul 
in times of great trial, and this is most markedly 
true in the greatest of them, War and Peace. I am 
disposed to think that, except possibly the Song 
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of Deborah^ a lyrical outburst of primitive emo¬ 
tion, the Persae is the only celebration of a victory 
in war which reaches the rank of the highest 
poetry. Here again, Aeschylus has shown his 
power of creating tragedy. As he made the 
Prometheus tragedy out of a folk-tale, so here he 
makes high poetry out of a public celebration of 
victory. If once we can really grasp this quality 
in Aeschylus, the quality of deepening and mak- 
great all the issues that he touches, we can see 
why the Persae has overcome—or at least is not 
injured by—the other points which might be 
expected to tell against it. If it has little plot or 
study of character, those are qualities which make 
an average play or story interesting and clever; 
they are not wanted in the highest imaginative 
work and, if present, tend rather to belittle it. In 
the mood of high contemplation one does not 
want to have the attention diverted to ingenuities. 
If it was ‘written to order for a public celebration^ 
so apparently was the Iliad, We must accept the 
strange fact that an ancient city could be a be¬ 
loved and beautiful thing, a thing not necessarily 
better than a modern municipality, but different 
in atmosphere. In the security of modern life we 
have outgrown the sanctity of the walled city, as 
we have outgrown that of the tribe or family, and 
cannot any longer feel about them as the ancients 
felt. When man lived surrounded by enemies, 
his family were the people who would fight for 
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him while living and avenge him when dead; his 
city was the ringed wall within which he could 
breathe in peace and pursue happiness. And as 
for the Persae being largely modelled on a pre¬ 
vious play by another writer, that, one might 
almost say, is the normal condition of most great 
poetry. The true poet loves the tradition and 
rehandles it as his own special love suggests; the 
demand that a poet should be original is one of 
the eccentricities of modernism. The writer of a 
detective story ought to give us ‘something new’, 
but a poet should mostly deal with things that 
are not new but eternal. 

It is all very well, however, to prove, or at least 
to argue, that certain qualities which would cer¬ 
tainly be bad in a modern novel need not be so 
in the Persae. It is more difficult to show in what 
ways Aeschylus has in the Persae transfigured his 
subject and ‘created tragedy’ out of the story of a 
battle not yet ten years old, just as he did out of 
folk-tales about the Danaids and Prometheus. 

In the first place, we must remember that the 
subject of Greek tragedy is always the heroic 
saga. It is never an invented story, and it is never 
the history of ordinary human beings. I should 
doubt if there was any named character in an 
Attic tragedy who was not actually in some way 
an object of worship: a god or hero or at least the 
possessor of some taboo tomb or oracle or ritual. 
One of the things that roused such strong criticism 
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against some of the works of Euripides was not 
that he was too ‘realistic’ in the ordinary sense: 
he was certainly not so. It was precisely that he 
carried a little farther the natural work of any 
dramatist handling traditional religious material. 
While keeping the heroic names, he seemed to 
make the possessors of those names speak and feel 
like normal human beings. Now when Aeschylus, 
or Phrynichus before him, put on the stage the 
story of a contemporary war, there must have been 
a question whether he would bring down tragedy 
from its heroic level to that of common life, or 
exalt the contemporary story to a legendary great¬ 
ness, We cannot say what Phrynichus did, but 
Aeschylus certainly did the latter. There is a 
speech of Themistocles recorded by Herodotus 
(viii, 109) after the Battle of Salamis: Tt is not 
we who have done these things! It is the gods 
and heroes, who grudged that the sovranty of 
Asia and Europe should be in the hands of one 
proud and impious man,’ Tt is not we who have 
done these things!’ That is the expression of the 
emotion of a great moment. The Greeks were 
delivered; the deliverance was a thing incredible; 
it must be the work of God, not of Man. The 
first secret of the Persae is that Aeschylus pre¬ 
serves that emotion from beginning to end. 

It is the work of the gods, not of man: not of 
Aristides, nor Themistocles, nor Pausanias, not 
even of the Spartans or Athenians. Consequently 
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not a single Greek individual is mentioned in the 
Persae, This was clearly right. If one Greek 
general had been named the play would have 
become modern and been exposed to all the small 
temporary emotions of the immediate present, 
the gratified vanity, the jealousy, the annoyance, 
the inevitable criticism. Even the gods that fight 
for Hellas are anonymous, save Zeus himself and 
—once only—the mail-clad Virgin of the Acro¬ 
polis.* 

With the Persians it is different. Persian names 
abound, and make a large element of colour in the 
piece. Persians are strange, far-off beings, exotic, 
and, if need be, heroic. There is no danger of 
bringing the action down to an everyday level by 
making the Elders ask the returning King: 

Why is Pharnouchos not with thee? 

And Ariomardos, where is he? 

Where is the Lord Seualkes gone ? 

Lilaios where, the faithful son ? 

Memphis, Tharybis and Masistras, 

And Artembar and Hystaichmas? 

I ask these things. 

Evidently the outlandish and sonorous names 
seemed to the contemporary Greeks, as they seem 
to us, far enough removed from the common to 
be suitable in tragedy. Aeschylus took pains over 
his Persian names. There are altogether fifty-five; 
forty-two of these are said by philologists to be 

* Zeus 740, 762, 827; in exclamations 532, 915; Athena 347. 
(Pan is mentioned in passing, 449.) 
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genuine Iranian; ten are either of Greek form or 
somewhat transmuted by Greek analogy; only 

three have no visible etymology in Greek or 
Persian,^ 

Further, the Persians are treated in the heroic 
spirit. They are terrible men; full of pride, insati¬ 
able in their claims, and—as was natural in a 
practically monotheist nation—impious in their 
neglect of the gods. But there is no hatred of 
them; no remotest suggestion of what we now 
call war propaganda*. No Persian is in any way 
base: none is other than brave and chivalrous. 
The Elders are grave and fine; their grief is re¬ 
spected. Atossa is magnificent; not a word es¬ 
capes her that is unworthy of a great Queen. 
Darius is a type of the old and good King, 
Father of his people, Xerxes himself, no doubt, 
as a contrast to Darius, has been wild and reck¬ 
less, but even there the contrast is not between 
Persian and Greek; only between the Old King 
and the Young. 

This greatness of spirit in Aeschylus’ treatment 
of the enemy is remarkable. There is a similar 
fairness of judgement in Herodotus and of course 
in Thucydides, It was not a universal ancient 
convention, as we can see from the Old Testament 
or the history of Livy; or again by turning to the 
Persian dithyramb of Timotheos. But to read 

Keiper, Die Perser des A. als Quelle fur Persische Altertumskunde, 
Erlangen, 1878. 
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the Persae during the Great War did indeed fill 
one with some shame at the contrast between 
ancient Hellas and modern Europe. 

I have spoken before of the scene and the 
diction. The scene is merely the heart of Persia; 
the Greek poet does not care to be consistent 
about topography or to inquire exactly where the 
Council Chamber is situated with regard to the 
Tomb of Darius. It is not in the manner of 
ancient Greek art to trouble about such details. 
One may perhaps ask why the scene is not some¬ 
where in Hellas among the victors who rejoice 
rather than the vanquished who lament: but the 
answer is simple. Aeschylus was producing a 
tragedy, a Trauerspieh So the scene had to be 
among those who grieved, not those who rejoiced. 

There is one point more which we may notice; 
the spirit in which the victory is to be taken and 
the moral to be drawn from it. It is the inevitable 
lesson of Greek tragedy, that pride leads to down¬ 
fall. It is the moralizing of the processes of 
Nature; the Year waxes and then wanes: the 
corn and the vine reach their fullness and are 
then destroyed: man also grows great and then 
weakens and dies. Therefore let him walk humbly 
and not transgress. 

The lesson is taught, in the first instance, at the 
expense of the Persians. They have not learnt 
the wisdom of Mri2^^v 6yocv. They are conquerors 
on land from of old; now they must attack the 
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sea. They are masters of Asia; now they 
have Europe. In particular the Persians had com¬ 
mitted one particular sin on which antiquity felt 
strongly. They had destroyed temples and burned 
images of the gods. Very likely they had partly 
been moved by a spirit of conscientious mono¬ 
theism; they had destroyed idols as CromwelPs 
troopers destroyed church carvings; but to the 
Greeks the act seemed to be mere wanton impiety. 
The memory of it remained for centuries. Alex¬ 
ander when he invaded Persia gave strict orders 
that no sacred object whatever was to be injured, 
and Polybius writing about 400 years after the 
event still remembers what the Persians had done. 

Why, then, after all their Hubris and sacrilege, 
does one like the Persians and feel such sympathy 
for them ? It is partly that their names sound so 
grand, partly that they all fight fairly and ‘die 
game ; but I think it is chiefly because Aeschylus 
has steeped his verses in such charming colour 
and made us believe it to be Persian. Whether 
the colour is really Persian or only Lydian or 
Phrygian is a question we need not wait to ask. 
To Aeschylus and his audience the Persians were 
the East, and it is the colour and music of the 
East that he gives us. It came no doubt straight 
from Phrynichus, of whose Sidonian songs we 
have spoken before. The effect is produced 
partly, as we saw above, by the use of strange 
words with barbaric sounds; partly by a most 
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skilful handling of Ionian or oriental metres— 
based on the foot described above (p. 69), two short 
followed by two long, like ‘by the grave mou^d 
of Atrldes* with a variant ‘by the mound of great 
Atrides’—and the combination of them with 
lyrical anapaests. There is no other play which 
makes such use of the resolved anapaest with two 
short syllables in place of the final long; or of a 
metre which is really the ordinary anapaestic 
dimeter minus the first foot.* Such technical ' 
explanations can give little impression of the real 
music in these lyrics, so frail, so delicate, which 
has nevertheless preserved its magic for these two 
thousand five hundred years. 

When Aeschylus is challenged in the Frogs 
to explain how precisely he has ennobled the 
characters of his countrymen, Aristophanes makes 
him answer that he has done so by the Seven 
against Thebes. If the choice surprises a modern 

* One may particularly notice the skilful transition from anapaests 
to Ionics in 11 . 65 ff., where ww— stands repeatedly for —, and 
the peculiar beauty of the resolved anapaest 

alvws a!vw$ hri y6w k^kXitoci. (930) 

TT^tivyco, TT^iivyco TToXOZoKpuv laxdv. (940) 

Cf. Mr. Yeats, ‘The little flower I loved is broken in two*, an effect 
which is only possible in a milieu of extreme regularity. The anapaestic 
dimeter minus the first foot gives a lingering effect; 

’lAvcov yAp drrniOpa, 

MAvcov voO^apKTOs 
'ApTis htpaXKi‘|s, 

irAAKa Kepadiievos 
Xv/oXalpovd t‘ doerdv. (950 ff.) 
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reader, we may recollect that he could not well 
have cited the Oresteia\ Clytemnestra is too near 
to the ‘woman in love* motive which he con¬ 
temptuously leaves to Euripides; the Prometheus 
has too much ‘impiety* in it to serve the purpose; 
the Supplices^ again, is all about women and the 
wrongs of women. Really, among our seven 
plays, none would serve Aristophanes* purpose 
except the Seven against Thebes and the Persae^ 
which he mentions a few lines later. 

Few modern readers would call the Seven their 

favourite Greek play, but it seems clear that the 

ancients admired it greatly. We must try to see 
why. 

The trilogy of which it was part won the first 
prize in the year 467: LaYus, Oedipus, Seven 
against Thebes, followed by the satyr-play Sphinx. 
The Didascalia has come down to us in a more 
complete state than usual, and names the plays 
with which Aristias obtained the second prize and 
Polyphrasmon the third. The Seven was de¬ 
scribed by the orator Gorgias, in the phrase 
quoted above, as a Apaua ’'Apecos peoTov, a 
Drama brimming with Ares, or the Spirit of War.' 
We are told that Telestes, the dancer used by 
Aeschylus, presumably as Leader of the Chorus, 
was such an artist that by his dancing in the 
Seven against Thebes he made the audience ‘see 
the things that were being done*.^ 

* Progs, 1021; Plut. p. 715E. 


* Ath. 22A, 
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Let US see if we can understand this criticism 
and this strong admiration. 

The trilogy was evidently concerned with the 
Curse of the House of Laius, by which the two 
sons of Oedipus must die childless and divide 
their kingdom by the sword.* The sons, Eteocles 
and Polynices, agreed to reign alternately, a year 
at a time, but when Eteocles got the throne, he 
refused to yield it to Polynices. (It is not clear 
which was the elder, nor yet whether Polynices 
had in any special way shown himself unfit to be 
king.) Polynices, being thus wronged, proceeded 
to commit the still greater wrong of collecting a 
foreign army and waging war against his native 
city.^ 

‘ Robert, OedipuSy i. i68 fF., 263 fF.; ii. 98. Hcllanicus, Fr. 12, says 
Polynices gave up the kingdom, taking instead the xltcov (given by 
Athena) and opiioj (by Aphrodite) of Harmonia, and going to live 
abroad. Then Polynices would be 6 d^mos. But in Aeschylus, 
Polynices claims ^(kt) and Eteocles docs not. 

^ The name 01 Sirrd iirl Oi^pas is as early as Aristophanes, but 
Verrall pointed out the curious fact that Aeschylus never uses the word 
Thebes or Theban, but always Korpela, Ka^psToi, Ka2poyevEls. Nor does 
he ever mention the characteristic gods of Theban religion, Dionysus 
and Heracles, and has only one passing mention of the ‘tomb of 
Amphion*. His Cadmeia is a sort of small Acropolis; the gates are close 
together. Tydeus at the first, Amphiaraus at the sixth, and Polynices 
at the seventh are within speaking or shouting distance of each other. 
Possibly he thought of ‘Thebes* as the more modern city that had 
spread round the old settlement of Cadmus. But here comes a still 
more puzzling feature. The Cadmeans speak ‘the tongue of Hellas’ 
(72) and observe the Hellenic customs (255); the invaders are a 
feT£p 69 a)vos crrpcrrds (155) and equip their horses p&ppapov Tpdirov 
(450). Cadmus was, of course, a Phoenician immigrant; it is hard to 
see how his people could be more ‘Hellenic* than the Argives, unless, 
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In Euripides’ Phoenissae there is a brilliant 
scene between the two brothers, in which the rights 
and wrongs of each are worked out. In Aeschylus 
we merely start the play with Eteocles King in 
Thebes defending his city against the invading 
army of Polynices. The agreement, whatever it 
was, has failed, and the play would naturally be 
occupied with the fulfilment of the curse and the 
death of the two brothers. 

But, as a matter of fact, for more than half the 


play the curse is, except for one line, practically 
Ignored. The curse is put into the shade by an 
issue more thrilling. The scene is a besieged city, 
and the siege or capture of a city was to the 
ancient imagination a matter of overpowering 
interest. The city held all that was safe, all that 
was sacred. To have your city taken was the 
most terrible of fates; to take a city the most 
difficult of achievements. With no artillery, no 
heavy battering rams, no walls of circumvallation, 
there was nothing for it but to burn or batter in 
the gates or climb the walls with ladders. The 
odds were terrific against the invader getting in¬ 
side, but woe to those inside if he did! The 
frescoes of Cnossus in pre-Hellenic days depict 
more than once an assault upon a city; so does the 


indeed, as VerraU suggests, the word ‘Hellas’ is used speciaUy of a 

^strict of north-western Greece, neighbouring the Homeric ‘HeUas’ 

ut rat er larger. There is much of the old Homeric tradition of 

Which we have no knowledge because it was omitted in the final shape 
ol the Iliad and ddyssty* 
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famous silver cup at Mycenae; so did the Shield 
of Achilles in Homer and the Shield of Heracles 
in Hesiod. The two most famous epics of Greece 
are devoted one to the Siege of Thebes and the 
other to the Siege of Troy. The horrors com¬ 
mitted when Troy was taken form the subject of 
at least two early Greek epics—the hittle Iliad 
and the IHu Persis —and one great tragedy, the 
Troades, The title TrroAiTTopQos, ‘Sacker of 
Cities’ is noted by Cicero as the highest of hon¬ 
ours; and as such is rejected by the Elders in the 
Agamemnon^ who pray ‘May I never be a Sacker 
of Cities!** In the Seven, when the siege-motive 
enters in, the curse-motive is almost forgotten. 
We might have had Eteocles treated like Macbeth 
in the fifth Act; a doomed and guilty man, tied 
to a stake and unable to escape, but resolute to 
*die game’. This figure is for a moment suggested 
in Eteocles’ last scene, but through most of the 
play we have a picture quite different. We have a 
;^papa "Apecos Msorov, a beleaguered city and a 
cool-headed heroic soldier defending it. 

One reason, perhaps, why this play made such 
an impression on contemporaries lay in its realism. 
For a time Aeschylus stepped outside the circle 
of legend to describe a thing—and a peculiarly 
terrible thing—which might actually happen to 
any member of his audience. The Chorus of the 
play consists of terrified women. The women 


‘ AdFam.\, ly Ag, 
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know the attack is beginning, and rush from 
their homes out into the street and then up to the 
citadel, clinging to the images and altars of the 
gods. They hear the shouts of the attacking party, 
the thunder of horse-hooves. Nay, more, there 
seems almost certainly to have been a whole 
series of crashes and *noises off’. The stage car¬ 
penter must have been kept busy. 'Do you hear 

or do you not—the clash oj shields?' cries one 

woman. It would surely be fatal to ask the 

question in that explicit form if there was no 

sound to be heard. 'The noise terrifies me I' cries 

another: another hears spears striking at the gate 

(100, 104). What particularly alarms them is the 

Argive cavalry. There is the clang of the horses’ 

metal bits (123). Then the noise of chariots and 

the scream of the wooden axles. (The axles of 

ancient chariots were made of wood and wetted 

with water instead of oil.) Then comes a crash 

of heavy stones flung against the gate, and with 

it again the clang of shields (152, i c8; cf. 21-2 ff. 
and 294). 

It seems clear that Aeschylus during this chorus 
tried to produce the actual noises of an assault 
upon the gates, while his dancer Telestes made 
people feel ‘as if they saw the whole thing’. We 
cannot but remember the various other ways in 
which the stage-craft of Aeschylus showed itself 
pre-classical and more ambitious than that of his 

successors. 
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The next chorus, though almost equally realis¬ 
tic, seems to have dropped this particular effect of 
‘noises off* and concentrates on a description of 
what will happen if the besiegers conquer. The 
City itself—a city was almost a live thing to the 
Greeks—brought to death; the women dragged 
by their long hair as men drag horses; violations; 
robbery and murder; houses on fire; children 
crying; the mad wastefulness of the looting, the 
treasured possessions of a house flung out in the 
street and trampled on, and the housewife weep¬ 
ing with rage and humiliation. It is still, even 
by modern standards, a vivid and most Teal’ 
picture. 

There is much the same realism in the picture 
which Aeschylus draws of the internal condition 
of Thebes in its extreme peril. The women have 
got out of hand: they remind one of some of those 
crowds of terrified women that were sometimes seen 
during the air-raids on east London. They rush 
to the sacred images like a mob, not like an or¬ 
derly Chorus. They speak severally. They inter¬ 
rupt each other. They scream. When Eteocles 
enters he falls upon them without mercy, scolds 
them into silence, and sends them down into the 
street away from the citadel and the images. 
Then, since it would be psychologically impos¬ 
sible for them to stay still, he wisely gives them 
something to do. Instead of demoralizing the 
town by lamentations, he bids them pull them- 
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selves together and go through the streets singing 

an ololugmos or cry of good omen—and informs 

them of his vow, after the victory, to dedicate 

spoils to a large number of gods on different 

altars. That will give them something cheerful 
to think about. 


I imagine that this kind of scene was pretty 
true to life as lived in a besieged city in antiquity. 
But Aeschylus has added another element belong¬ 
ing to an age more savage and romantic than his 
own. The champions who are attacking the City 
are described as raging and boasting in a way 
that belongs to pre-Hellenic or barbaric warfare, 
but would have been out of place, and indeed 
impossible, in a hoplite army of the fifth century. 
They rage like Ares in Hesiod’s Aspis^ when he 
tore round and round his temenos to work himself 
up.^ They boast as the Franks did in the Middle 
Ages, and as some few Homeric heroes do, amid 
the general disapproval. Aeschylus is not de¬ 
scribing the warfare of his own day, but that of 
the heroic age, when all life was wilder and fiercer. 

^ But, just as Homer’s true heroes never boast, as 
his Greeks advance silently to battle while the 
Trojans yell and scream, so Aeschylus’ hero, 
Eteocles, shows nothing but ccv2ip6ia xai ococppo- 
the Fortitude and Self-control of the true 
Hellenic soldier. His brother with a great army 
of allies has come against the City. Eteocles is 

os vOv KEKAnyws TTEpipafveTOT !ep6v &Aaos, Jspis, 99. Cf. 61 ff. 
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apparently in the wrong—though of that we can¬ 
not be quite sure—he is certainly under the sway 
of his father’s curse. If the Curse holds, his 
brother and he must die: and the expedition of 
the Seven is in itself a proof that the Curse is 
working. Meantime he has to defend his city and 
keep up the general morale. He does it wonder¬ 
fully well. Only once, for one moment, do we 
catch a glimpse of his real state of mind. It is 
when he is left quite alone, after the Scout has 
gone and before the Chorus has arrived. 

O Zeus, O Mother Earth, O gods that keep 
Our wall! . , . O spirit of Evil, vast and deep. 
Sprung from my father’s curse ... I pray you, not 
My City! Tear not from the roots nor blot 
For ever out, in slavery and eclipse, 

A land that hath Greek speech upon her lips . . . 

^fl Toi tt6Aiv ye. We see that the Curse is on his 
mind, and that he asks nothing for himself, only 
for Thebes. Apart from this one flash of revela¬ 
tion, we see him only as a cool, capable leader of 
men, always ready with a cheering word. The 
ideal of a "Ektcop, the ‘holder’ or ‘upholder’ of his 
city against dangers and enemies, was strong in 
the Greek mind from Homer’s time onward, and 
has provided the name of the principal defender 
of Troy. Eteocles is a true ‘upholder’. In the 
opening scene he comes to the citadel with his 
bodyguard and addresses the crowd of towns¬ 
people who are too young or too old to be in the 
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regular army. He cheers them, inspires them, 
and sends them to the walls. The attack is coming; 
but all is prepared and they need not be afraid of 
the ‘foreigners’, A Messenger or Scout comes, 
reports and departs. Eteocles goes to see to the 
wall. Then comes the rushing entry of the 
Chorus, and the next appearance of Eteocles is 
when he comes in anger and reduces the women 
to obedience in the way which we have described. 

Then we have a series of scenes in which the 
Scout describes, one by one, the Argive chieftains 
at each of the Seven Gates, their raging boasts 
and the signs upon their shields. Eteocles with six 
chosen champions is prepared to meet them one 
by one; and has a cheerful retort to all their 
blaeons. At the first gate is Tydeus with a figure 
of Night upon his shield, a central moon with 
stars shining round it. ‘Good, let Night cover 
him, since he is asking for it.’ Capaneus defies 
the thunderbolts of Zeus to keep him out of the 
City. Let us hope he will have the opportunity 
of meeting one,’ The next assailant has the figure 
of a man scaling a city wall. ‘Well, our champion 
will have two men and a city to carry home.’ 
Hippomedon has the fiery monster Typhon on his 
shield. ‘Excellent; we will send Hyperbios, who 
has Zeus on his. Zeus has always beaten Typhon.’ 
Parthenopaios holds before him on his shield the 
Sphinx, the old enemy of Thebes, ‘She will get 
such a thrashing, if she tries to come in here, that 
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she will turn and bite him!’ At the sixth gate, 
however, there is Amphiaraus, the righteous, 
making no boast. That seems a harder case to 
meet, but Eteocles is ready. ‘A righteous man by 
himself is formidable; but a righteous man con¬ 
joined with the wicked perishes with them.’ To 
him goes the sixth champion and Eteocles is left 
alone. At every point we have found him cool 
and at his ease, ready-witted and concerned for 
the morale of his people. ‘But who is the seventh 
Argive?’ ‘Your brother, Polynices: on his shield 
a figure of Justice and the words i restore the 
RIGHT.’ In a flash Eteocles is changed. His 
coolness and self-control are gone. He is a des¬ 
perate man, overmastered by the Curse. 

O race god-maddened, god-abhorred, sown 

In endless tears, my father’s and mine own ... 

‘7 my self will go to meet him. T^ing against King^ 
brother against brother^ enemy against enemy^ The 
Chorus, formerly such feeble and frightened folk, 
turn to calm him, to dissuade him from this awful 
sin, the spilling of kindred blood. They address 
him as t^vov, ‘My son*; so much have the rela¬ 
tive positions changed 1 But he is firm. disaster 
must come^ let it be disaster without shame. A man^s 
honour is the only thing that remains to him ajter 
death. ^Calm yourself^ my son^ and think. Be cool 
as you were but now,' says the Leader. What is 
the good? Apollo hates us. Better the whole race oj 
Ldius perish!' The Leader pleads, but Eteocles 
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will not listen, ^My father^s curse—the hate of him 
who should have loved me—hangs over these dry and 
tearless eyes^ and whispers to me oj one thing to gain 
(Ksp^os) before death,^ The one thing to gain, of 
course, will be the slaying of his brother. So 
Eteocles goes out, to kill and to die. The race of 
Oedipus has perished and the City is saved. 

In the last scene of lamentation over the two 
brothers, now united in death, an addition seems 
to have been made in our manuscripts, introduc¬ 
ing the sisters Antigone and Ismene, and raising 
the question of the burial or non-burial of Poly- 
nices; but Wilamowitz has convincingly shown 
that it cannot well be the work of Aeschylus. The 
discussion about Polynices’ burial is not quite con¬ 
sistent with the rest of the play, and the conception 
of the two sisters seems to be derived from the 
Antigone of Sophocles. In Aeschylus the curse 
IS fulfilled; the race is wiped out, and the two 
brothers divide their inheritance equally, each 
aving (go 8 , 914) j^st land enough for a grave in 

his country’s soil. 

The play is no doubt rhetorical rather than 
ramatic. It is stiff in construction. Even in 
anguage, apart from its lyrics, it has not quite 
t e same romantic beauty of diction as the Persae 
and the Prometheus. It is majestic and strong; and, 

1 ^ orgias was right in describing it as a ‘drama 
rimming with the War-God’, it certainly depicts 
im with rare imaginative insight. The dialogue 
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is full of the splendour and heroism with which 
those particular people are facing their immediate 
ordeal, and which constitute the outside of war; 
the lyrics of the Chorus, impersonal and eternal, 
show the depths of horror and pity which are the 
essence of War itself, the abiding reality which 
lies deep below the justifications and excuses, the 
glories, vanities, and tragedies, of each particular 
quarrel. 

It is worth noting that the Seven does not deal 
with its story as a great world-problem, as do all 
the other Aeschylean tragedies that have come 
down to us. If the play itself had been lost and 
we had only known the general story, we should 
have expected Aeschylus to treat the whole as a 
great issue between Aikti and Eua^peia—Justice 
and Piety. One could imagine long choruses in 
the style of the Agamemnon^ explaining how every 
offence against Justice must inevitably bring its 
own punishment, so that Eteocles must suffer for 
his injustice to his brother, and his city suffer 
with him; and yet marvelling that any man, 
whether wronged or not, should be so blind as to 
commit the last impiety of making war against 
the land which gave him birth. In fact we have 
comparatively little said about this issue, though, 
of course, it may have been discussed in one of 
the earlier plays of the trilogy. We have here 
merely the vivid and unforgettable picture of the 
population of a besieged city, and one clearly out- 
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lined individual character, the doomed warrior, 
doing his duty to the last. Eteocles fits curiously 
well into Aristotle’s famous description of the 
tragic hero: the noble character with the fatal 
flaw. He is clearly in his general nature one of 
those ‘higher than ourselves’ who are the suitable 
subjects of tragedy, but there is just one region— 
the hatred of his brother brought about by the 
Curse—in which he has neither wisdom nor jus¬ 
tice nor self-control. Of the four cardinal virtues 
only Courage remains. He is, if I am not mis¬ 
taken, the first clearly studied individual character 
in dramatic literature. 



CHAPTER V 


EVIDENCE OF THE FRAGMENTS 

W E know the names of seventy-nine plays by 
Aeschylus, and there is some reason to sup¬ 
pose that he wrote ninety. Of these we have only 
seven preserved; and it is from those seven that we 
modern scholars try to draw conclusions about the 
whole artistic character of Aeschylus. The under¬ 
taking is risky but not impossible. Suppose that 
instead of possessing from the pen of Shakespeare 
thirty-eight plays plus four poems or sets of 
poems, we had only four plays: Hamlet, say, Mac¬ 
beth, Tweljth Night, and Richard II- we should, 
I think, be able to form an idea of Shakespeare 
which would not be violently contradicted by the 
discovery of all the other plays. 

To make the parallel more exact, however, we 
have to imagine that beside the four complete 
plays we had also before us something corre¬ 
sponding to the fragments of Aeschylus; one or 
two incomplete Shakespeare Birthday Books, for 
example, and a mutilated copy of Lamb’s Tales 
and some books on different subjects which had 
occasion to quote or mention Shakespeare. We 
possess, after all, besides the seven complete plays 
about 460 or 470 ‘fragments’ of Aeschylus; i.e. 
quotations of passages or lines or single words 
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from his plays, and many statements about them/ 
We have also an ancient catalogue of his works 
and a poor and fragmentary biography. It will 
be useful to see whether the evidence, such as it 
is, of these fragments corroborates or helps to 
make clearer the conception of the poet which we 
have drawn from the complete tragedies. 

The first point that strikes a student of Aeschy¬ 
lus in Nauck*s Fragmenta Tragicorum is the strong 
Bacchic or Dionysiac element. This, of course, is 
natural enough if tragedy was based on the ritual 
of Dionysus and Aeschylus is our earliest trage¬ 
dian. There are eleven plays directly on Diony¬ 
siac subjects: mostly on the regular ‘propagandist 
myth —as Dr. Verrall has called it—of the Diony- 

* 4 • • * 

siac religion, relating how the young god comes 
to his own people and is rejected, and what ven¬ 
geance falls on the wicked king who has made the 
rejection. Normally this ought to be a sparagmos 
or dismemberment, such as is suffered by Osiris 
the Corn Sheaf, when the grain is scattered as 
seed, and by the various other vegetation gods. 
Thus the confusion, or identification, of the ani¬ 
mal and vegetable worlds is responsible for many 
of the ugliest features of primitive fertility rites. 
Small animals were torn in pieces and scattered 

This collection is being increased year by year from the closer 

examination of Egyptian papyri, but the passages recovered have so 

far been very fragmentary. The useful little Suppiementum Aeschyleum, 

y H. J. Mette in Lietzmann’s Kleine Texte, 1939, has already become 
incomplete. 
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over the fields like seed; crops were encouraged 
by phallic ceremonies. The sparagmos of human 
beings, usually taboo priests or kings, seems ac¬ 
tually to have occurred among Thracians and 
other savage communities, and had a great effect 
on the Greek imagination. When we first meet 
it, it has become mystical, a symbol or instrument 
of the Resurrection of the human body. The 
vegetation gods are normally torn in fragments 
that they may be reborn. Euripides’ Bacchae 
and Aeschylus’ Pentheus tell how the god or 
his representative is torn in pieces and scattered 
over the fields; then, just outside the strictly 
Dionysiac circle, we have a sparagmos of Orpheus, 
Actaeon, Dirce, and others. We have also the 
mystic death of the god’s mother Semele by fire 
from Heaven, the subjugation of the Argonauts 

by the first invention of wine in the Kabeiroi^ 
and so on. 

Besides regular tragedies on Dionysiac subjects 
we have a record of some fifteen satyr-plays, the 
Chorus of which consisted of the half-divine, half- 
brutish attendants of Dionysus. We are told by 
Suidas that Aeschylus was regarded as the best 
writer of satyr-plays ever known; second to him 
came not either of the other two chief tragedians 
but a much less celebrated playwright, Achaeus 
of Eretria. The ancient critics seem always to 
recognize that, while Dionysus was, of course, 
the patron of all drama^ there was something 
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specially Dionysiac about Aeschylus. Aristo¬ 
phanes (Frogs, 1259) calls him tov Bcckxeiov 
oa^ocKTa, our Bacchic king . Athenaeus and others 
say that he wrote his tragedies lieBucov, ‘in a state 
of intoxication’. Obviously the phrase is figura¬ 
tive. Plutarch, in correcting the famous dictum 
of Gorgias, says that it is not so much that the 
Seve;2 against Thebes is ‘brimming with Ares’, but 
that all Aeschylus’ plays are ‘brimming with 
Dionysus’.^ This story is combined with the criti¬ 
cism of Sophocles upon his great predecessor: the 
more self-conscious artist observed that Aeschylus 
did the right thing but did not know what he was 
doing.^ He wrote more from inspiration than from 
conscious art. One may add the tale from Pausa- 
nias, that when Aeschylus, as a child, was put in 
a field to watch the grapes and fell asleep, Diony¬ 
sus appeared to him and commanded him to 
write tragedy. When he woke up he tried and 
found it quite easy,^ 

Thus we have evidence that Aeschylus wrote 
a large number of Dionysiac tragedies, and at 
least fifteen satyr-plays; he was considered the 
best writer of satyr-plays that had ever existed: 
he wrote in a state of Dionysiac inspiration, some¬ 
times not with the clarity of a conscious artist. 
The picture is on the whole consistent. But let 

us consider more closely for a moment what a 
satyr-play was. 

' Plut. Moralia p. 715 E ^ Ath.x.428F ^ Paus.i. 21.2. 
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A satyr-play has, of course, nothing to do with 
our word satire. It was a peculiar form of drama, 
performed regularly at the end of a tragic trilogy, 
akin partly to tragedy and partly to comedy, in 
which the Chorus consisted of Satyrs. Its origin 
is unknown: I incline to the belief that originally, 
as tragedy represented the death of Dionysus or 
his counterpart, the satyr-play represented his 
triumphant return or resurrection at the head of 
his rout of attendant spirits. We have one com¬ 
plete satyr-play extant: the Cyclops of Euripides; 
about five hundred lines of another, the Ichneutae 
of Sophocles, and some fragments. We have also 
one pro-satyric play, a tragedy with a satyr-like 
element and a happy ending, performed in place 
of a satyr-play at the end of a tragic trilogy, 
Euripides’ Alcestis, They all belong to a post- 
Aeschylean period, and the Alcestis may well 
represent a movement for getting rid of the 
primitive and uncivilized performance altogether. 
The satyr-play seems to have disappeared in the 
latter part of the fifth century, but was revived 
as a deliberate archaism in later times. It is a 
form of art so unlike anything now practised 

that we must devote a little time to consider¬ 
ing it. 

A satyr-play is set in the heroic world and deals 
with a traditional story. The Chorus consists of 
Satyrs, who are normally directed by old Silenus, 
the father of the Satyrs. The characters belong 
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to the heroic world, but nearly always have some¬ 
thing about them which is suited to comedy, or 
rather to Kcdixcp%icx. We must remember that kco[jios 
means a revel, KcoiiiKos means appertaining to a 
revel, and Kconcp2iia is a revel-song. Thus the 
reveller Heracles in the Alcestis is typically a 
favourite character for satyr-plays; so is Hermes 
the baby cattle-stealer of Sophocles* Ichneutae 
or the Homeric Hymn to Hermes: so are Autolycus 
the prince of thieves, Odysseus who can play 
tricks on any giant, Thersites the scolder of 
princes, and Sisyphus who cheated Death. The 
Satyr's, whatever their origin, are to the Greek 
imagination something rather above men; they 
are 2iaipov8s, daemons, immortal or at least gifted 
with immense ages of life, and possessed of strange 
superhuman wisdom, though as a rule they prefer 
not to remember it or think about it. At the 
same time they are wild creatures of the woods, 
with ‘no more conscience than a squirrel’, full of 
desires and delights unchecked by any inhibitions, 
drinking, playing, mocking, falling in love, run¬ 
ning unashamedly away from danger. They are 
addressed as Ofjpss, ‘wild beasts’, and are in fact 
part beast and part god. So is the satyr-play itself. 
It is partly heroic, written in the grand style and 
using even more boldly poetical diction than 
ordinary tragedy;^ partly it is the sublimation of 

* E.g. xsipsaai and possibly yeivocTo in Ale. 756, 839, and tcoj for 
ws Ichn, 39, 296. Anapaests are admitted more freely than in tragedy. 
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a drunken revel. The type to bear in mind is 
Heracles in the Alcesiis, not unfairly depicted in 
Browning's Balaustion\ the Heracles who is enter¬ 
tained in the mourning house of Admetus, not 
knowing that Alcestis is just dead; who eats, 
drinks, and sings, shocks the waiter by his tipsy 
carousing, and then, when he learns the truth, is 
suddenly sobered, goes forth into the night to 
fight with Death and afterwards, with no rest, on 
to further labours. 

If we ask ourselves why the Athenians used, 
and continued to use, such a strange art form, we 
may remember that in the fifth century tragedy 
and comedy were both unmixed. Tragedy was 
in the tragic style and comedy in the comic; 
tragedy dealt with ‘beings greater than ourselves’ 
and comedy with beings ‘lower’; there was no 
form of drama which mixed them together until 
the rise of the New Comedy in the fourth century. 
The New Comedy dealt with average human 
beings in private life, and mixed tragedy and 
comedy as we find them mixed in our everyday 
affairs. It was realistic, tender and humorous, 
and it might be uninspired. Now the satyr-play 
seems to have sought the mixture of tragedy and 
comedy in a quite different way: not by observing 
the average, but by realizing and combining the 
heights and the depths. It saw Man as Pope 

describes him in his famous Essay, ‘a being darkly 
wise and rudely great’; 
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He hangs between in doubt to move or rest, 

In doubt to deem himself a god or beast: . . . 

Sole judge of truth through endless error hurled, 

The glory, jest, and riddle, of the world. 

It sees Man as a mystery, through the mist or the 
light of Dionysiac inspiration. And if Aeschylus 
was considered by ancient critics to have been the 
greatest writer of satyr-plays ever known, I think 
that, by combining that fragment of evidence 
with the evidence of the extant tragedies, we can 
get a most revealing glimpse into his mind. Here 
again he is the romantic or the mystic, fortunate 
in writing before the discreet limits of classical 
Attic tragedy had established themselves. 

Such a suggestion is strikingly confirmed by 
another well-authenticated fragment of informa¬ 
tion about Aeschylus* life. There is an oft- 
repeated story that he was accused of revealing 
the mysteries.^ He may or may not have been 
actually tried before a Court; some of our authori¬ 
ties say so: others speak only of a sort of riot in 
the Theatre, in which he might have been killed 
had he not fled for refuge to the Altar of Diony¬ 
sus. The trouble seems to have been caused, as it 
naturally would be, not by one isolated offence 
but by some continuous tendency showing itself 

Ar. Eth, p. oOk Ui^vai oti < 5 :TT 6 ppTiTa fjv, cocjrrfp Atox'^'- 

os Td jiuotikA with Schol.\ Aelian, V.H. v, 19 says he was tried for 
^Peia: before the Areopagus, says Clem. Alex. Strom, ii, p. 461. 
e not in the theatre comes from Heraclides Ponticus in the Scholia 

to Aristotle. 
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in play after play. He was accused, says the 
Scholiast to Aristotle, of revealing the mysteries 
in the Toxotides^ the Priestesses^ Sisyphus Petroky- 
Usth^ Iphigenia^ and Oedipus: that is, in five 
different plays. (The Toxotides^ or Archer Maid¬ 
ens^ dealt with the sparagmos of the Dionysiac 
hero Actaeon; of the Priestesses nothing more is 
known; Sisyphus Rolling the Stone is so called to 
distinguish it from Sisyphus the Runaway^ which 
was a satyr-play about the deceiving of Death. 
We cannot tell whether it was a satyr-play also or 
a tragedy. The Iphigenia and the Oedipus were 
tragedies dealing with the well-known sagas.) 

His defence, when accused of revealing the 
mysteries, was to prove that he did not know that 
the things he had said were cSoroppriTa, or religious 
secrets; which is generally supposed to mean that 
he proved he had not been initiated. However 
that may be, it seems clear that for some reason 
or other he did strike his contemporaries as in¬ 
clined in his Dionysiac inspiration to deal with 
deeper religious matters than they expected on 
the stage. He would grasp after the inner secrets 
of life, which the hierophants of the mysteries con¬ 
sidered to be their own preserve. We have seen 
that in some of his extant plays he certainly did so. 

One would like to know what a satyr-play or a 
Dionysiac tragedy was really like before the time 
of Aeschylus. The former developed into the 
pro-satyric Alcestis; the latter into the great mystic 
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tragedy of the Bacchae, Those plays give us the 
end of the development; to form some idea of the 
beginning we can only use the suggestions of 
analogy and the few scattered fragments of evi¬ 
dence that come to us from Aristotle and others. 
We know from Aristotle that tragedy began in 
‘little myths and ridiculous diction'; that it was 
late in attaining aeiivoTris, dignity or majesty; 
from Aristophanes, that it was Aeschylus first and 
chiefly who brought the Semnotes in. 

The remains of his Dionysiac tragedies are very 
scanty. Of his Bacchae we have no trace except a 
name in a catalogue and a couplet warning against 
any breach of Themis^ the sacred tribal custom. 
That is a characteristic sentiment of Euripides’ 
Bacchae, Semele or the Water-carriers dealt with 
Semele’s request to her divine lover that he should 
visit her in his full glory, and told how she died 
in the splendour of it. We are told that Semele 
was represented as svOeajouevq, possessed by 
God; those who touched her body, in which the 
divine child was living, became filled with the 
spirit of prophecy.^ There we have the Semnotes; 
the more primitive side is shown perhaps by the 
Water-carriers who formed the Chorus, seeking 
to put out the fire. Of the Xantriai, or Carding 
Women, we only know that they ‘carded* or tore 
in strips the body of Pentheus on Mount Kithairon. 
The Pentheus must have told the same story, since 

^ Schol. Ap. Rhod. i, 636, 
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we find in the Argument to Euripides’ Bacchae 
that it followed the same myth as that play. The 
Nurses of Dionysus —we may remember that he 
was brought up in secret, like Zeus, to save him 
from his Titanic enemies—seems to have been a 
satyr-play; we only know that the Nurses were 
rejuvenated or born again, a regular feature of the 
mystical religions and one which Euripides and 
Aristophanes repeat more than once.* The most 
numerous fragments come from the trilogy called 
Lycurgeia^ consisting of the Edonoi, Bassarai, 
Neaniskof and the satyr-play Lycurgus, Lycurgus 
King of the Edonoi in Thrace was another Pen- 
theus: he denied the god Dionysus, and smote 
his Nurses with an ox-goad, and therefore, as 
Homer says, ‘was not for long on this earth’. 
He died by sparagmos, like Pentheus, though 
various particular versions of his dismemberment 
are current in later literature. (He was torn 
in pieces by horses or by panthers, or cut to 
pieces by himself in madness. He was imprisoned, 
like Orpheus and Rhesus, in the depths of Mt. 
Pangaion and worshipped afterwards.) In the 
second play, Bassarai or Bassarides^ there was a 
Chorus of Maenads of the type called by that 
name, which is said to be a Thracian word for 
foxes. They tore in pieces the prophet Orpheus, 
who neglected Dionysus and devoted himself to 

(Eur. Bacch. 183-90; Hclid. 849-5S; Ar. Qhas^ Amfhtaraus, 
Knights.) 
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the worship of Apollo or the Sun, The Chorus of 
the third play were veocvioKOi. The word means 
merely Toung Men’, but is specially used of the 
initiates who have passed through the ordeals that 
transform a human being from Boy to Man. I 
suspect the Neaniskoi were really the Edonoi 
converted. It is not clear whether the trilogy 
consisted of three separate stories: the God’s 
judgement on Lycurgus, the God’s judgement on 
Orpheus, and a third which we do not know; or 
whether all three were occupied with the fate of 
Lycurgus, while taking in the fate of Orpheus as 
a digression. I think, however, that the first 
alternative is more probable, because we are told 
that in Aeschylus the fragments of the body of 
Orpheus were reassembled and buried by the 
Muses, an incident which seems like the final 
scene of the Bassarai^ One might compare the 
mourning of the Muse over her son in the Rhesus. 

Names vary and incidents vary in this ‘goat- 
song’ or Sacer Ludus of Dionysus; but the essen¬ 
tials of the performance seem to be fixed. It was 
a sacred playing, or performance of the rites of 
the God, and it had certain fixed elements, which 
can be seen even in so late a production as the 
Bacchae of Euripides.^ Several difficulties have 
been raised as to the plot of the Bacchae by critics 
who did not realize its profoundly ritual character. 

^ Eratosthenes, Catast. 24, p. 140. 

^ See Excursus in J. Harrison, ThemiSy pp. 341—60. 
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For example, the new God tells us that he is 
coming for the first time through the world to 
establish his worship, and that Thebes is the first 
town in Hellas to be visited. Yet the Elders of 
the Tribe, represented by Cadmus and Tiresias, 
reproach Pentheus for not observing the ancient 
customs and for setting himself up against ‘the 
traditions of his fathers, sanctions old as time’ 
(201 f.). The contradiction is manifest; but so is 
the answer. It was a tradition and ancient custom 
to welcome each year the new God who arrived 
with the spring. Again, in most early statues and 
paintings Dionysus is regularly a bearded figure, 
whereas in the Bacchae Dionysus in his mortal 
disguise is a beardless youth with long hair and a 
girlish complexion, as beseems the embodiment 
of the blossoming spring. Lastly, there is in the 
Bacchae a supernatural earthquake which shatters 
the house of Pentheus and sets free Dionysus, 
who had been imprisoned in the stables. Yet, as 
Dr. Verrall pointed out in a memorable essay, the 
house seems to be in quite good condition after¬ 
wards, and people who come in later to see the 
King do not seem to notice that anything odd 
has happened to it. Here again, the explanation 
lies in the traditional and ritual character of the 
whole performance. It is an essential part of the 
Dionysiac myth that when his minister is im¬ 
prisoned, an earthquake is sent and the prison- 
house broken. No doubt as theatrical technique 
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developed and audiences began to expect more 
realism, this earthquake began to be a difficulty, 
but it was firmly fixed in the story and could not 
be left out. 


All these statements can be verified from the 
fragments of Aeschylus. In his Bacchae the offen¬ 
der is warned: ‘Swift cometh evil among men, and 
most swift his sin returns to him who transgresseth 
Themis’; Themis is the ancient traditional custom. 
Again, in the Bdonot a line is preserved: ^6ouCTia 
%i] 2 ^co^oc, poKXEuei oreyT], ‘The house is possessed 
of God; the walls dance to Dionysus.’ That is the 
earthquake. The house ‘danced’ at the appear¬ 
ance or epiphany of Dionysus, just like Pentheus’ 
house in Euripides. Again, as to the dress and 
appearance of Dionysus himself, we have in the 
Edonoi a reference to a man ‘who wears a tunic 


and Lydian fox-skin reaching to his feet’, and 
we have a line addressed by Lycurgus to his 
prisoner Dionysus: ‘Whence comes this woman- 
thing? (6 yOvvis). What is his country? What 
his dress?’ The Aeschylean Dionysus therefore 


must have presented just the same appearance as 
the Dionysus of Euripides, have been imprisoned 
by the hostile King in the same way, caused the 


same earthquake, and been addressed in much the 


same language. 

The best parallel to this Dionysiac Sacer Ludus 
is without doubt to be found in the liturgical 
plays of the Middle Ages, plays representing the 
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Massacre of the Innocents, or Noah and the 
Flood, or the story of Balaam. The play might 
be little more than a division of the liturgy into 
parts among the monks inside the cathedral; it 
might be a play based on the liturgy but per¬ 
formed outside and using plenty of new dialogue 
and new characters. It might consist of ‘little 
stories and ridiculous diction', like some of the 
Noah plays, or it might rise to the sublimity of 
the Passion-play at Oberammergau.* But in each 
case, whatever new poet or producer might take 
the work in hand, the main elements were firmly 
fixed in the tradition and could not be changed. 

Rich materials for drama lay before these 
sacred dramatists of the Middle Ages: comic 
scenes between Balaam and his ass, in which the 
ass gets the best of the argument: comic scenes in 
which Noah gets drunk and the Almighty regrets 
having gone to so much trouble in saving him: 
comic scenes between Mary Magdalen in gaudio^ 
before her repentance, and the unguentarius from 
whom she bought her cosmetics: and on the other 
hand, the germs of great ideas and moments of 
spiritual anguish; the Passion itself, the repentance 
of the Magdalen, or the cry of the Angel to the 
murdered innocents: Vos qui in pulvere iacetisy 
expergiscimini et clamate. Something similar must 
have lain before Aeschylus when he sat down to 
his satyr-plays or his Dionysiac tragedies. It was 

See E. K. Chambers, The Mediaeval Stage^ vol. ii, chap. xix. 
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the essence of his genius that he saw beyond all 
the trivialities and drunken antics of his raw 
material the essential mystery of Life and Death 
and the essential greatness of soul with which 
Man, at his best, faces and even conquers it. 

Of course he was laughed at. In one tragedy, 
the Kabeiroi^ of which we know almost nothing 
except that it must have been concerned with the 
mysteries belonging to those daemons, he intro¬ 
duced the Argonauts ueOuovTas, in a state of 
intoxication. The visit of the Argonauts to Lem¬ 
nos is connected with stories of the first planting 
or discovery of the vine, and it seems likely that 
he showed the effect of the mysterious drink when 
tasted for the first time by Man. It was a possible 
scene but risky; one is reminded of the scene in the 
Bacchae (178—209) where the old men Cadmus 
and Tiresias are suddenly filled with mysterious 
strength, so that they dance to the God. But that 
scene is carefully and tactfully written. Aeschylus 
was less cautious; and it seems that the Comic 
poet Crates, having seen the Kabeiroi, proceeded 
to write a parody, with men more realistically 
drunken, in his play Geitones^ The Neighbours, 

It would be extraordinarily interesting to know 
how Aeschylus really expounded the great Diony- 
siac myth. In the Bacchae of Euripides, the one 
instance where we find that myth treated with 
tense imagination and feeling by a poet of genius, 
almost all critics feel the presence of a riddle 
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though they are not yet agreed upon the answer. 
That the Bacchae means something; that it is not 
merely an exciting and rather revolting story put 
on the stage with a decoration of fine words, is 
the conviction of almost all who have studied it. 
That the Bacchanals of the Chorus are things of 
beauty and their songs wonderful poetry seems 
undeniable; that the God himself is cruel and 
inhuman and is felt to be so even by his worship¬ 
pers seems almost equally clear. But to say so 
much is to state the problem, not to answer it. 
The play cannot be a mere denunciation of the 
Dionysiac religion; it cannot be a mere reversion 
to extreme superstition on the part of a veteran 
champion of free thought. I have explained my 
own views elsewhere.* One wonders greatly what 
Aeschylus made of the same material and the same 
problem in his repeated treatments of it. But there 
is no evidence to guide our conjectures. He did 
raise the Bacchic drama from triviality to serious 
greatness; he did so by seeing the mystery lying 
behind it. Of that we can be sure, but of little more. 

There was also another method by which he 
raised the whole dignity of drama and deepened 
its seriousness. We are told by Athenaeus that 
Aeschylus described his tragedies as ‘slices from 
the great banquets of Horner’,^ and the saying is 

’ Euripides and his Age^ in the Home University Library, pp. 181-9. 
^ TEMciryT) Twv 'OMi^pou peycitXcov ielirvcov Ath. viii. 347E. Cf. 
Wilamowitz, Herakles, i. 94. 59. 
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often repeated by modern writers without much 
attempt to analyse its meaning. To understand 
it we should first remember that in Aeschylus* day 
the word ‘Homer* covered the whole mass of 
heroic legend, not merely the Iliad and Odyssey \ 
and next we should notice the subjects on which 
the predecessors of Aeschylus mostly framed their 
tragedies. The predecessors were Thespis, Choeri- 
lus, Pratinas, and Phrynichus. We know the 
names of four tragedies attributed to Thespis; 
they are of doubtful authenticity, but, if genuine, 
they all belong to the Dionysiac or Year-Daemon 
type of subject. Pratinas introduced the satyr- 
play into Athens, and thirty-two of his fifty 
dramas were satyr-plays. Choerilus made some 
innovations in the treatment of choric dances and 
some improvements in costume; otherwise he is 
chiefly known by the proverb ‘When Choerilus 
was a king among satyrs*. So far, tragedy seems 
to be confined to the circle of Dionysus and the 
satyrs, and the ‘little myths’ of what Dr. Leaf 
used to call ‘field magic*. A change begins with 
Phrynichus, from whom Aeschylus learnt so 
much. His subjects still seem mostly to have 
belonged to the Dionysiac or satyric group: 
Actaeon with his sparagmosx Alcestis^ which was 
a satyr-play; Tantalus, usually a satyr-play sub¬ 
ject; the Dandides, probably treated in the pre- 
Aeschylean mocking style which we find in 
Pindar’s version. Yet Phrynichus did, apparently, 
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try to find subjects more worthy of that fine 
Ionian music of his and those dances, with move¬ 
ments ‘many as the waves of the sea in storm’,' and 
thus to impart to them a new dignity or Semnotes, 
In his Women oj Pleuron he made the bold experi¬ 
ment of treating one epic subject, the death of 
Meleager; and in two other plays he used subjects 
of the kind that we should call historical. The 
first of these, the Capture oj Miletus^ not only 
involved him in public trouble and a fine of a 
thousand drachmae; the authorities also prohi¬ 
bited any dramatist from making a tragedy out 
of that subject in future. Herodotus (vi. 21) 
attributes this prohibition to the soreness of the 
Athenian public over the capture of Miletus, 
accentuated perhaps by some pricks of conscience 
about their own inaction. But it may have been 
due to a religious or artistic feeling that the Sacer 
Ludus of Dionysus was not the occasion for treat¬ 
ing contemporary politics. If so, the feeling had 
perhaps changed by the time he produced his 
second tragedy on a contemporary subject, the 
Persae; or again it may be that this particular 
subject, though in date contemporary, was recog¬ 
nized as belonging by right of quality to the 
heroic age. However, for our present purpose, 
the point is that Phrynichus did enlarge the scope 
of tragedy and make it less trivial by including 
two subjects from recent history, and one, if not 

’ Plutarch, Moralta^ p. 732 F. 
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several, from the epic saga. He cut at least one 
‘slice from the great banquets of Homer’. Aeschy¬ 
lus went much farther; he took subject after 
subject from the epic tradition, and thereby put 
tragedy on the same high level as the epic itself. 

' The two great poems which were recited every 
four years at the Panathenaea in Athens and which 
began about this time to be taught to boys and 
young men as the staple of a literary education 
were distinguished from the other poetry before 
and around them by one quality above all others: 
their Semnoth^ dignity, magnificence. The Iliad 
and Odysseyy by their very perfection as compared 
with the masses of old traditional verse from which 
they were carved, exercised an immense influence 
upon Greek poetry, both for inspiration and for 
destruction. The Lesbian school indeed had its 
own perfection; parts of Sappho and Alcaeus are 
unaffected by Homer, parts show a power of 
absorbing him without loss of their own indivi¬ 
duality. But of the poetry composed on the 
mainland scarcely anything remains which has 
not been largely shaped by this new Homeric in¬ 
fluence. The almost complete disappearance of 
the vast volume of epic poetry which was not 
selected for the recitation; the similar disap¬ 
pearance of Stesichorus in spite of his efforts to 
‘Homericize’ his lyrical stories; the evidences of a 
similar effort in the remains of Hesiod; the accidental 
survival of two poems by Corinna, showing us 
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what the native poetry must have been like in 
Boeotia when indifferent to Homeric influences— 
all these phenomena point to the same conclusion. 
And it may be that when Aeschylus spoke of the 
‘great banquets of Homer’ he was thinking not 
merely of the epic subjects in general but of the 
grand style which he had learnt to admire at 
the Panathenaea and which he introduced to the 
Dionysia. Certainly, though he chose his sub¬ 
jects from the whole realm of epic tradition, his 
diction had the special artistry of the Iliad and 
Odyssey and achieved the same greatness of utter¬ 
ance. The ‘little myths and ridiculous language’ 
disappeared for ever, and tragedy took the heroic 
saga and the ‘grand style’ for her own. 

Only once did Aeschylus form a tragic trilogy 
out of the main story of the Homeric poems as 
we know them: the Myrmidons, the Nereids, and 
the Phrygians or Hector's Ransom treated the same 
theme as the Iliad itself.' The experiment was 
not repeated. The tragedians, while roaming 
freely over the field of epic saga, kept carefully 
away from the main story of the Iliad and Odyssey. 
These two subjects definitely belonged to the 
Festival of Apollo at the Panathenaea; they were 
recited in the proper Apolline manner. But the 
rest of ‘Homer’—to use the word in its ancient 
fifth-century sense—was not appropriated to any 
particular performance or recitation and was at 

* See Rise of the Greek Epkt chap, xii (p. 297 in ed. 4). 
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the disposal of Dionysus if he wanted it. At any 
rate, we find as a matter of fact a division carefully 
maintained. The Iliad and Odyssey are recited at 
the Panathenaea; the rest of the heroic saga is 
open to be treated at the Great Dionysia in the 
form of tragedy. The trilogy we have just men¬ 
tioned is the sole exception. It embraces a fine 
tragic subject and one peculiarly tempting to 
Aeschylus. The opening of the Myrmidons is 
preserved. ‘Great Achilles, seest thou this? The 
Greeks labouring and broken beneath the spear..., ’ 
It is the appeal of his own soldiers to Achilles to 
save the Greeks and not stay aloof because of the 
slight done to his honour by Agamemnon. We 
know that in Aeschylus he sat silent a long time, 
deigning no answer; that at last he yielded so far 
as to let Patroclus and the Myrmidons go to battle 
while he himself still refused. Without him, 
venturing too far, Patroclus was killed by Hector. 
In the next play the Nereids, sisters of his mother 
Thetis, come to comfort Achilles for the death of 
his friend and bring him new celestial armour. 
Thetis warns him that the death of Hector will 
be followed quickly by his own, and in that 
knowledge he goes out to avenge his friend. He 
will slay Hector; he will give him no burial; he 
will give his body to the dogs to eat. He will 
spare no detail of the uttermost vengeance lest he 
should seem to be thinking of his own fate and 
using his friend’s honour as a bargaining point in 
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order to ^^iri mercy or buria.1 for himself. In the 
third play Aeschylus treated the great tragic scene 
of Iliad xxiv; the visit of old Priam to the Greek 
camp to beg Achilles to give back the body of 
Hector for burial; Achilles’ fury, his pity, his 
burst of tears, and the two enemies weeping 
together and reconciled by their common misery. 
Magnificent as that scene is in Homer, one won¬ 
ders if it may not have been even more full of 
drama and philosophic depth in the hands of 

Aeschylus, 

A few tragedies indeed were based on incidents 
mentioned by the way in the Iliad or Odyssey, 
The Oresteiay for instance, centres in the slaying 
of Agamemnon, which is mentioned three times 
in the course of digressions in the Odyssey\ and 
it is worth noticing that, while Aeschylus treats 
the whole subject in a different spirit, far more 
tragic and intense and searching, he keeps some 
details which show that he had passages from the 
Odyssey in his mind.^ The Psychostasia j or Soul- 
Weighings again, is based on a motive which also 
occurs in the Iliad, There, before the last duel, 
Zeus takes a balance and lays in the scales of it 
two dooms of Death, one for Achilles and one for 
horse-taming Hector, He lifted the balance, and 


* For example, the Watcher at the beginning of the Agamemnon\ 
cf. Od'^sse'j^ 2 . 520 fF,; the long explanation of Menelaus’ absence, 
Ag. 617-80, cf. Qd. y. 249-312; and even the use of one or two pecu¬ 
liar words, such as pcSiXXco, intransitive, Ag, 1172, cf. Od. A. 424* 
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the doom of Hector turned the scale. (//. X. 209.) 
So Apollo deserted him, and he was slain. In 
Aeschylus it is a weighing of lives, not of dooms, 
and the two warriors are not Achilles and Hector 
but Achilles and Memnon; but, what is more im¬ 
portant, in the scene where Zeus lifts the scales, 
the mothers of the two champions are present, 
Thetis and Eos, both beautiful, both divine, both 
in anguish, each praying with equal right for the 
life of her own son. That is tragedy; that turns 
the epic story into a world issue. There was also 
a play called Penelope of which we know little, 
except a line in which the disguised Odysseus 
seems to be saying that he is a stranger from Crete. 
If it was a satyr-play, as seems likely, there was 
no objection to satyr-plays caricaturing the Apol- 
line epic at the Dionysia. (Cf. the Cyclops and 
Sophocles’ Nausicaa,) 

Most, however, of the ‘slices’ which Aeschylus 
cut from the great banquets of Homer had no 
connexion with the Iliad or Odyssey. The trilogy 
to which the Seven against Thebes belonged, Z/^m, 
Oedipus^ and Seven^ came from the Theban cycle 
of legends. Another dealing with the death of 
Ajax came from other parts of the Trojan group. 
The Award of the Arms treated the contest of 
Ajax and Odysseus for the arms of Achilles, and 
the defeat of Ajax. The next play gave that hero’s 
madness and death; it was called The Thracian 
JVomen^ from the captives of Ajax who formed the 
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Chorus, and perhaps suggested to Sophocles the 
beautiful character of the captive Tecmessa in 
his Ajax. The third play, The Women oj Salamis, 
probably dealt with the situation described in 
Sophocles’ Ajax (1006-20): the return of the noble 
bastard Teucer to Salamis without his brother, his 
telling of the story to Telamon, the broken-hearted 
Telamon’s curse, and Teucer’s flight across the sea 
to build another Salamis in unknown lands. 

There must have been a trilogy on the legend 
of Perseus; first The Net-drawers, who pulled up 
from the sea Danae with her baby child: then 
some play about Perseus’ exploits; then the Poly- 
dectes, telling how Perseus, long supposed to be 
dead, returned in time to save his mother from 
that tyrant. Of other plays we know singly. The 
Mysians told how Telephus, wounded by the 
fatal spear of Achilles, and learning through an 
oracle that only "he who hurt shall heal —6 
Tpcbcras idorrai—made his way back from Tegea 
to Mysia to make supplication to his enemy. He 
either was, or pretended to be, under a stain of 
blood-guilt; and therefore had to make the jour¬ 
ney without speaking. One may conjecture that 
he approached Achilles as a stranger praying for 
purification, and then, when Achilles accepted 
him, revealed his name and his purpose. The 
play served as a model to Euripides in his cele¬ 
brated Telephus, the occasion of so much wit in 
Aristophanes. There w'ere plays on Palamedes, 
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the true wise man, wrongly condemned on the 
evidence of the false wise man, Odysseus; on 
Niobe and the cruel god who had professed to be 
her friend and slew her children; on Philoctetes^ 
deserted by the Greeks at Lemnos and now indis¬ 
pensable to the success of their arms; on Iphigenta^ 
sacrificed or miraculously saved. On the borders 
between epic and mere Year-Daemon ritual we 
seem to find the curious trilogy which contained 
the Hypsipyle and the Nemea^ and treated of the 
sequel to the ghastly deed done by the women of 
Lemnos. Barbarian or Pelasgian women they 
must have been, whose island had been taken from 
them by the Greek invaders, and all their men 
slain. The women were enslaved and taken as 
concubines; but somehow they were trusted too 
soon, and rose secretly and killed every Greek 
man in the island. Then, left alone, in imminent 
danger, they were visited by the Argo on its 
voyage after the Golden Fleece. Naturally they 
would not let the Argonauts land till they made a 
treaty of peace, and agreed to live with them and 
be their ‘men’. That came in the first play, 
Hypsipyle, In the third, the princess Hypsipyle 
seems to have been a slave at Nemea near the 
Isthmus of Corinth. The Nemean Games were 
founded in honour of her child or nursling Arche- 
morus, who was killed by a mysterious snake. 

We seem to see tragedy in the hands of Phryni- 
chus and Aeschylus trying to escape from its 
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original sphere of ‘little myths and ridiculous 
language’ and find some higher and wider terri¬ 
tory. It deepens the meaning of its Dionysiac 
molpe^ but that becomes monotonous. It tries 
subjects of contemporary history, but that leads 
to trouble. It trespasses on the story of the Iliad 
and Odyssey^ but that is Apollo’s domain and 
Dionysus is warned off. It finally takes possession 
of all the vast field of heroic saga that is not 
recited at the Panathenaea and the innumerable 
local myths that are capable of being raised to a 
heroic level. 

There is one further point which is of cardinal 
importance for the appreciation of Aeschylus, but 
which cannot be made clear to English readers 
without detailed linguistic study; viz. the majestic 
diction, the pfiiiorra oEiivci, flowing over at times 
into the use of strange and difficult phrases. The 
fragments entirely bear out the evidence of the 
complete tragedies: one could scarcely mistake 
the author of the lines from the Niobe (fr. i6i): 

M6vos 0ECOV ydp Odvorros ou ^copcov §p^, 
ou^* dv Ti 6ucov ou^* hnoTT^viicov dvois' 

?OTi pcopos TTaicovIjerai, 
uovou FTeiOcb 2\aiji6vcov dTroorcxTET. 

But on this point we may safely accept without 
further examination the verdict of Aristophanes. 
In the contest between Euripides and Aeschylus 
in the FrogSy one subject after another is taken: 
general style, moral influence, prologues, lyrics, 
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are all passed in review; and no decision can be 
made, the two rivals are so equal in merit. Then 
at last it is decided to weigh the verses of both in 


the balance, and when it comes to that, Aeschylus 
wins every time hands down. When a Greek 


scholar nowadays asks himself why exactly it is 
that he finds Aeschylus in some way greater than 
other poets, the reason that emerges will, I think, 
generally be this tremendous majesty of diction. 
It seems indeed a ‘large utterance of the early 
gods’. 


It was proposed at the beginning of this book 
to show how Aeschylus became the creator of 
tragedy by three main achievements: he made 


tragedy Semnon^ a thing of majesty: he was a 
pioneer in stage technique, making experiments 
too bold for the more classic writers who followed 


him; and lastly, he was a poet of great ideas, who 
found in the saga not merely the material for 
ingenious or exciting or moving stories but for 
great problems of the sort which can perhaps 
never be solved, and must be contemplated by 
emotion as much as by philosophy. 

In the extant plays we found that this last 
contention can be clearly substantiated. In the 
Prometheus we have the world problem of Job, 
the ‘great argument’ which Milton also vainly 
attempts. In the SuppUces what one may roughly 
call the mystery of sex, the sacredness of virginity, 
so strongly felt by the ancients, combined with 
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the equal sacredness of love; in the Persae perhaps 
little beyond the eternal problem of Hubris and 
its requital; in the Seven the conflict between 
Dike and Eusebeia, between strict justice and that 
devotion surpassing justice which a man owes to 
his gods, his mother, or his city. In the Oresieia^ 
as we shall see, there is the greatest problem of all, 
the eternal chain of Justice or Retribution for 


wrong done, set against not merely the necessity 
but the duty of Forgiveness, and its attempted 
solution through making the ruling principle of 
the universe not a system of physical causation 
but a living and free Mind. In the disjointed 
fragments which are all that remain of the great 
majority of Aeschylus’ plays it is, of course, hard 
to find a connecting purpose or plan. The Bacchic 
tragedies, like the Lycurgeia^ must presumably 
have raised that problem which is so vividly 


present in the Bacchae of Euripides.^ It is a pro¬ 
blem with many facets. One of them is, roughly, 
the conflict between the claims of the sober and 


the inspired elements in life: the ‘crowded hour 


of glorious life’ with all its possibly ruinous conse¬ 
quences balanced against the ‘age without a name’, 
with its comparative safety and innocence; the call 
of ecstasy against that of duty or prudence. 

Elsewhere among the fragmentary plays we 
seem to find suggestions of similar conflicts of 
ideas. We have already noticed how the Soul- 


* See above, p. i6o. 



EVIDENCE OF THE FRAGMENTS 173 

weighing, which in Homer is merely an impressive 
incident, is developed by Aeschylus into the old 
and well-known problem raised by every war: 
the prayers of the good people on each side for 
the help of the same god against the good people 
on the other side. In a similar way, the death of 
Sarpedon before Troy and the carrying of his 
body by the two spirits. Sleep and Death, to 
burial in his own country Lycia, is treated as a 
direct narrative in the Iliad: in Aeschylus’ Europa 
it was all seen through the eyes of the dead sol¬ 
dier’s mother, Europa, in her own home far away 
from the battle. One of the epic trilogies has its 
moral conflict already provided in the Homeric 
story, the conflict in Achilles between personal 
honour and loyalty to his chief, and again between 
stubborn pride and aco<ppoovvri, finally between a 
storm of passions based on his deep love for the 
friend whose death he has caused and the claims 
of what the Greeks would have called Aijvcbs or 
E 0 ae| 36 ia, Ruth or Piety. The conflict in the 
Award oj the Arms is not very different; on the 
one hand, the hero’s passionate sense of slighted 
honour, leading to madness and disloyalty and 
repentance; on the other, the Aidos that is shown 
by Teucer and perhaps, as in Sophocles, by 
Odysseus, and sinned against by Ajax himself, 
and by Telamon. Of the Philoctetes of Aeschylus 
we know little, except an account of the opening 
given by Dio Chrysostom (lii). Dio compares 
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the three plays on Philoctetes by the three 
tragedians respectively, and expresses the greatest 
admiration for the majesty and simplicity of 
Aeschylus. His very lack of ingenuity goes well 
with a heroic atmosphere. Dio does not tell us 
whether the general treatment of the play was 
the same as in Sophocles, though he implies that 
it was. If so, the point is interesting. Sophocles’ 
Philoctetes is a psychological drama. Philoctetes, 
wounded with a poisonous wound, had been left 
behind at Lemnos by the Greeks acting under 
the advice of Odysseus. After nine years they 
learn from an oracle that Troy can only be taken 
by him and his arrows. Odysseus undertakes to 
try to fetch the wronged and angry man to Troy, 
but, since he is known to Philoctetes as an old 
enemy, takes with him the young and chivalrous 
Neoptolemus, son of Achilles, whom Philoctetes 
has never seen. Under Odysseus’ orders the young 
man worms himself into the sick man’s confi¬ 
dence, and gets possession of the bow and arrows; 
then, when he has got them, is disgusted at his 
own treachery, breaks down, gives back the bow, 
defies Odysseus, and is ready to suffer whatever 
may come to him rather than profit by so base a 
lie. Sophocles seems to have introduced the char¬ 
acter of Neoptolemus, and it is possible that it was 
he who gave this special psychological turn to a 
story which was merely epic before. Yet I do not 
think it likely. There is no real solution to the 
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problem of getting Philoctetes’ help unless he 
can be induced to come willingly. The Odysseus 
of Aeschylus must, I think, not only have come 
to Philoctetes unrecognized in the first instance, 
but must in the end have revealed himself and 
actually won his old enemy’s forgiveness. That was 
a difficult theme; but Dio tells us that Aeschylus’ 
play was criticized as having a difficult theme and 
not inventing any devices to make it probable, 
whereas his successors invented several. It is worth 
remembering that at least two of Aeschylus’known 
trilogies end with a reconciliation of enemies. 

It may seem to some readers that these issues 
of justice and forgiveness, of virginity and love, 
honour and loyalty, are too modern and civilized 
for an early Greek poet; but I think that would 
be a mistake. My statement is perhaps put in 
modern terms; but the conflicts themselves have 
constantly been present in human society even in 
its primitive stages. It matters greatly to a savage 
army whether a particular chief will stand out for 
his own honour or sink it in the common welfare; 
to a savage woman to find how she can observe 
her religious taboos and yet meet her lover; to a 
primitive avenger of blood how far the reciprocal 
slaying must continue and whether there is ever 
to be peace for him and his children. The con¬ 
flicts are permanent enough; so far from creating 
them, civilization has probably softened them. 

Another difficulty may cause more just mis- 
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giving. One cannot but wonder how far it is 
really possible for a modern Englishman, sepa¬ 
rated from the Greek poet by more than two 
thousand years of history, as well as great gulfs 
of thought, language, and social structure, to 
penetrate with any intimate understanding into 
the mind of Aeschylus. It may be that we Greek 
scholars are merely deluding ourselves. Even 
after years of close and loving study, is such 
understanding as we seek to acquire really pos¬ 
sible? I hardly dare assert an affirmative; we are 
always misunderstanding our intimate friends; 
yet I think we should be cautious before commit¬ 
ting ourselves to a definitely negative answer. We 
do enjoy Greek poetry. That is a plain fact. We 
do somehow appreciate and enjoy various ex¬ 
tremely subtle elements in it—little waves of 
rhythm in a language which—I admit—we do 
not know how to pronounce; the use of a dialectic 
form, of a phrase with particular associations; 
even, I think, on rare occasions the use of a word 


of which the meaning is not certainly known. The 
communication of beauty, if that is the right word, 
is a more subtle and mysterious process than our 
psychologists have yet analysed, and I am in¬ 


clined to suspect that many people now living 
have had closer and more intimate communion 


with the thoughts of Shakespeare, or Dante or 
Virgil or, it may be, Aeschylus, than with those 
of their next-door neighbours. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE ORESTEIA 


T he first thing that strikes a reader who 
turns from Aeschylus’ earlier plays to the 
Oresteia is the increase of active drama. In the 
earlier plays there is one great situation, in which 
the poet steeps our minds, with at most one or two 
sudden flashes of action passing over it. Woman 
pursued by the lust of unloved man, the Saviour 
of mankind nailed eternally to the rock, the sus¬ 
pense of a great people expecting and receiving 
the news of defeat in war, the agony of a besieged 
city—these are all the kind of subject that might 
be treated in a simple choral dance with nothing 
but words and music. At most Aeschylus, trans¬ 
forming the Molpi into drama, adds a brief flash 
of action: in the Supplices the rescue of the women, 
in the Prometheus the binding in the prologue and 
the casting into Hell at the end, in the Seven 
the scene where Eteocles goes out to kill his 
brother and to die. In the Persae there is a steady 
tension throughout, diversified by the entrance of 
the Messenger, the evocation of Darius, and the 
entry of Xerxes, but the situation is never changed, 
only seen from different angles. 

In the Oresteia^ on the other hand, we have a 
real story in which the action is strong and pro¬ 
gressive; we have a plot culminating in murder, a 
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vengeance, and a trial. Yet if any one begins to 
treat the Oresteia as a mere plot-drama of the 
ordinary modern type, or even of the same type 
as the Oedipus Tyrannus^ he will find that some¬ 
how it goes wrong. If he wants action he will be 
worried by the interminable delays, choruses, 
theological discussions; if he boldly cuts these out 
and starts where the action begins, he will find he 
has got nothing but an unpleasant melodrama. 
Even Aristophanes complained of the ‘long song- 
systems, four on end’ with which Aeschylus dosed 
his audience {Frogs 914 fi); the first Chorus of the 
Agamemnon is 211 lines long; yet the truth is that 
for the proper understanding of the Oresteia not 
one strophe of Chorus can be left out. 

There is all the difference in the world between 
a story of adventure and a dramatic poem, be¬ 
tween a play by Dumas the elder and a play by 
Tolstoy. In the former you take for granted what 
a murder is or, let us say, what a lover or a husband 
is; and you spend your ingenuity in making an 
exciting story about lovers, husbands, and mur¬ 
ders; in the latter you take for granted some 
story and spend your imagination in trying to 
realize what a murder is, or what it really means 
to be a husband or a lover. In the Oresteia it is 
taken as known that Agamemnon conquered 
Troy, having sacrificed his daughter Iphigenia in 
order to do so, that his wife Clytemnestra mur¬ 
dered him, and that her son Orestes murdered or 
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executed her and went mad in consequence. The 
effort of the drama is to make us feel what it is 
to take a city, to sacrifice a daughter, to hate a 
husband so much as to kill him, or to feel driven 
to an act so horrible as the slaying of one’s 
mother. And, observe, it is not a mere effort of 
imaginative psychology: that would give us a play 
like Zola’s Therese Naquin or perhaps Dostoiev¬ 
sky’s Crime and Punishment. It might be rather 
sordid. The effect here is, as it were, to pierce 
into the ultimate meaning of these ghastly and 
incredible disturbances of the cosmos of life. 
There is religion in it as well as psychology, and, 
above all, there is poetry. I would almost say that 
a reader who has really steeped himself in the 
Oresteia would feel what poetry is, would feel 
what religion is, and would know a surprising 
amount about the human heart, at any rate in its 
greater and more tragic aspects. That may be 
wrongly expressed; but it is some impression of 
that sort which makes many Greek scholars feel 
inclined to say, with Swinburne, that the Oresteia 
is perhaps^‘the greatest achievement of the human 

mind’.r 

The amount of preparation before the action 
begins is very great: we have to wait till line 
800, about half through the play, before Aga¬ 
memnon enters, and till 970 before he enters the 
house. Up to there it is all atmosphere and sus¬ 
pense. Then, except for a negative effect at 1033 
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where we expect a death-cry and have instead a 
further entrance of Clytemnestra, there is again 
atmosphere and suspense until Cassandra enters 
the house at line 1330. Then in the last three 
hundred lines of the play come the death-cry of 
Agamemnon, the discovery of Clytemnestra with 
the dead bodies of her husband and Cassandra, 
the conflict between her and the Elders, the 
triumphant entry of Aigisthos, and the beating 
down of all opposition. 

In the Choephoroe^ the second play of the tri¬ 
logy, the proportions are extremely different. It 
is the only play by Aeschylus which depends at 
all largely for its effect on plot and action. The 
atmosphere and the moral issues have been so 
fully prepared in the Agamemnon that in this play 
the action can begin at once. As soon as we see a 
young armed man standing in prayer at a neg¬ 
lected tomb we know what the situation is. And 
when Clytemnestra makes an unannounced and 
unexpected entrance, and we see her standing, 
grave and courteous, exactly where she stood, a 
short time back, in mad exultation over the dead 
bodies of Agamemnon and Cassandra, we need 
no explanations or reflections to make us feel the 
atmosphere. There is only one scene which would 
seem to a modern eye to delay the action unduly, 
viz. the prayer of Orestes and Electra at Agamem¬ 
non’s tomb, which occupies 200 lines, or about a 
fifth of the play. Apart from that one scene the 



THE ORESTEI^ 


i8i 


action is as rapid as that of the Oedipus\ and that 
scene is absolutely cardinal to the plot, and every 
line of it necessary, Orestes is discovered alone at 
the grave; he sees the Libation-bearers approach, 
and hides himself. He discovers from Electra’s 


prayer who they are, and how strange a purpose 
has brought them there—the murderess, fright¬ 
ened by a dream, has actually sent prayers and 
libations to her victim in the grave. He reveals 
himself and is recognized. The brother and sister 
kneel, passionately praying to their father to awake 
and help them; they cry and cry to him till at last 
they know in their hearts that their prayer is 
heard. Agamemnon has awakened. The dead 
are with them and they need have no fear. Orestes 
disguises himself, and returns to knock on the 
Palace Door asking for Aigisthos. Instead there 
comes his mother; this makes his task harder, but 
he tells glibly the story of his own death and is 
welcomed in. Presently his old Nurse comes out 
in tears; she has heard the news of Orestes* death, 
and has been sent by Clytemnestra to inform 
Aigisthos, who is abroad. He is to come at once. 
‘Is he to bring his body-guard ?’ asks the Leader 
of the Chorus: ‘Yes, as usual.* ‘No. Tell him to 


come alone; the body-guard would only frighten 
the strangers and make them afraid to speak.* 
The Nurse is puzzled, but agrees. Aigisthos re¬ 
turns, suspicious but not suspicious enough. He 


enters the house; the Chorus wait as night falls; 
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there is a shriek, and out rushes a panic-stricken 
slave exclaiming 

One from the dead doth slay the living! 

But to whom can he cry for help ? He cries to the 
strongest human being in the castle precincts, 
Clytemnestra. She enters; understands in a mo¬ 
ment that the avenger is there, and calls for her 
battle-axe to meet him (891): 

To that, meseemeth, we are come, we two! 

Orestes enters before the axe can arrive: T was 
looking for you. I have done with him.’ She 
fights for her life, inch by inch of the way, and 
states her case in a dialogue of marvellous power 
and brevity. Orestes nearly yields, but, his pur¬ 
pose confirmed by a word from Pylades, hardens 
himself and sends her before him into the house. 
There follows a song of exultation from the 
Chorus, and then comes the terrific final scene, 
in which, standing over the dead bodies, Orestes 
appeals to God, to the Argive people, to the Sun, 
to attest his innocence, but even while he appeals 
feels his reason going, and sees the Furies. The 
Chorus try to comfort him and beg him not to 
yield to fantasies. There is nothing there! But 
he answers with the terrible lines (1061 f.) 

You cannot see them, I alone can see. 

I am hunted, I shall never rest again. 

There is plot, action, and, of course character, 
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all through. But the value of every effect depends 
on the great introductory choruses of the Agamem¬ 
non^ which also lead up to the long final comment 
at the end of the Eumenides^ with its deeply felt 
doctrine of the validity throughout the world of 
the Law of Justice, and yet the existence in 
Heaven of a Will or an Understanding that is 
supreme even over the Law. 

For the Eumenides also starts, like the Choe- 
phoroe^ with rapid and almost sensational action. 
We see the Prophetess of the Temple at Delphi 
making her formal Prorrhesis or prefatory address 
before entering the Holy Place. She enters, and 
in a moment returns palsied with terror, having 
seen at the Altar a man with a bloody sword, and 
a ring of monstrous beings round him. She creeps 


away, praying Apollo to purify his own house. 
The back scene is opened, and we see Orestes at 
the Altar, Apollo above him, and all around the 
hideous Furies, in a magic sleep which has been 


cast upon them, Apollo bids Orestes fly to the 
Image of Athena at Athens; the sleeping Furies 
remain. To them enters the Ghost of Clytem- 


nestra, with the open wound in her throat, crying 
them to wake and not to fail her. As they gradu¬ 
ally awaken the Ghost vanishes. They revile 
Apollo for helping a murderer, and he drives them 
a flock of wild goats unherded^—from his pre¬ 


cinct. The scene changes, and we see Orestes 


worn out with suffering clinging to the image of 
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Pallas in Athens. He prays, and there is no 
answer from the goddess. Instead the Avengers 
arrive, having tracked him by his bleeding feet. 
They prison him at the Altar. He prays again to 
Athena, and again there is no answer. The Furies 
proceed to sing a magical ‘binding song’, which 
will make him for ever theirs, unable to escape or 
move or think. Then, at the very depth of his 
despair, there enters Athena. After some explana¬ 
tion the Furies, confident of their cause, agree to 
accept Athena’s own decision between them and 
their guilty victim. Let Orestes be put on his 
oath; if he can swear that he did not murder his 
mother, let him go free. To their surprise Athena 
says that the matter cannot be so decided. There 
must be a trial and an examination into motives, 
circumstances, the degree of punishment already 
suffered, and all else that is relevant. The Furies 
cannot understand this: it seems an overthrow of 
the simple Law of Justice—‘On him that doeth it 
shall be done’. The trial takes place; Orestes is 
acquitted by the casting vote of Athena; and then 
for about 300 lines, 777-1045, comes the real 
problem of the drama, which is solved only by 
the conversion of the Furies into spirits of guar¬ 
dianship and their acceptance of a seat in Athenian 
soil beside the Areopagus. The vengeance that 
blindly smites has become the law that protects. 
Without that long essay in theology—obscure per¬ 
haps, but beyond question deeply felt and thought 
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out—the whole drama would have lost its meaning. 
The tragedy would be a mere melodrama. 

The first point, then, which should be empha¬ 
sized about the Oresteia is that in the Oresteia for 
the first time Aeschylus creates the drama of plot 
and action, as contrasted with the mere impas¬ 
sioned contemplation of a situation which be¬ 
longed to the original Molpi of the tragic chorus; 
but that, on the other hand, his action is still set 
in the midst of that contemplation; the issues are 
deepened and made grander; the deeds and 
sufferings of individual human creatures are seen, 
as it were, sub specie aeternitatis.^ 

What, then, is the burden of this impassioned 
contemplation in which all the action of the 
Oresteia is enclosed ? It is difficult to state it in 
modern words without making one of two serious 
errors; either making each issue too precise and 
thus transforming contemplation into common¬ 
place dogmatism, or again of misrepresenting 
Aeschylus* thought by expressing it in the terms 
of some modern controversy. The second can be 
avoided by resolutely keeping the issues simple; 
for the problems which vexed Aeschylus are most 
of them permanent problems, the same yesterday, 
to-day, and as far forward as we can see in history; 
it is only their associations and accretions that 
have changed with the changes of civilization. 

^ See on this point the fine analysis in Prof. Cornford’s 
MyiAisioricus, pp. 144 ff. 


Thucyi 
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The first is, I fear, impossible to avoid, except by 
a constant effort of imagination. 

At the back of all lies the principle of Retribu¬ 
tion or Justice: ^paaccvra TToBeiv, ‘On him that 
doeth it shall be done.’ This Dike^ or law of 
retribution, has two scopes: it is a law of nature, 
stating a fact, and also a moral law, enjoining a 
duty. The sinner both is punished, and ought to 
be punished. And yet, from the very beginning 
we have a question: Is that all? 

The war against Troy was a punishment of 
wrong; it was an dpcoyf), an aid given to the 
injured. Paris had robbed the House of the 
Atridae as boys might rob a vulture’s nest, and 
the two parent birds would hover in misery over 
the empty tree till some pitying spirit—‘some 

—should avenge 

their suffering. 

Presently we hear of the bJi\ov Kpdros, the 
sign of victory by the way, seen by the army and 
interpreted by the prophet Calchas. They had 
seen two eagles tearing a hare with the unborn 
young in its womb. The prophet knew that the 
two eagles were the two Kings; the hare was 
Troy, and the unborn young all her innocent 
children. We must remember that ancient feeling, 
more sensitive than modern, regarded with horror 
this slaying of the unborn. The Sign meant 
victory, but victory at some appalling price 
(i 14-21). 
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*Twas a king among birds to each of the Kings of the 
Sea, 

One eagle black, one black but of fire-white tail, 

By the House, on the spear hand, in station where all 
might see: 

And they tore a hare and the life in her womb that grew; 
Yea, the life unlived and the races unrun they slew. 
Sorrow, sing sorrow, but good prevail, prevail! 

The prophet recognizes the eagles as the two 
Kings and reads the omen: 

At the last, the last, this Hunt hunteth Ilion down: 


' • • • • 

If only God’s eye gloom not against our gates, 

Till the great War-curb of Troy, fore-smitten, fail. 
For Pity lives, and those winged hounds she hates 
Which tore in the trembler’s body the unborn beast; 
Yea, Artemis abhorreth the eagles’ feast. 

Sorrow, sing sorrow; but good prevail, prevail. 


The vision increases upon him, and he fears this 
indignant Pity which abhors the eagles’ feast: he 
prays to Artemis. 


Yet, Oh fulfil, fulfil The sign of the Eagles’ Kill: 
Be the vision accepted, albeit horrible! (126—45) 

Through the riddling of prophetic language the 
answer comes quite clearly: the omen means 
victory, but victory through sin and cruelty. 
Artemis will hate it, but he begs her not to pre¬ 
vent its fulfilment. Let us conquer, even if we 
conquer through crime! 

That said, and the omen once definitely ac¬ 
cepted, he sees more: if they are to conquer 
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through crime, a price will be exacted for that 
crime. He sees the wasting winds of Aulis, the 
slaying of Agamemnon’s own child; and after 
that, some undescribed vista of further vengeance 
to come. 

Agamemnon knew what was to be the price of 

victory, and accepted it. Like Napoleon, he 

might have said: ‘One does not make omelettes 

without breaking eggs!’ And I imagine almost 

% 

all practical conquerors would have agreed with 
him. 

When the fleet was held at Aulis and the pro¬ 
phet demanded the sacrifice of Iphigenia he had 
one more opportunity of turning back. But the 
great aim of his life was to take Troy; it was 
worth some suffering; and, after all, the sacrifice 
of a royal virgin, hideous as it seemed, was 
‘Themis’; it was an act known to ancient religious 
custom. ‘I have no right to refuse. May all be 
well!’ 

Aeschylus takes great pains to explain the state 
of mind of a man who yields to this ghastly 
temptation, and he has to do so, of course, with 
no scientific psychological language at his com¬ 
mand. The whole army was in despair at the 
delay, and men were beginning to desert. 

They cry, they thirst, for a magic to break the spell; 
For a Virgin’s blood. ’Tis a rite of old, men tell; 

And they burn with longing.—O God, may the end 
be well! 
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To the Thing that Must Be he subdued him slowly, 
And a strange wind within his bosom tossed, 

A wind of dark thought, unclean, unholy; 

And he rose up, daring to the uttermost. 

For men are boldened by a Blindness, straying 
Toward base desire, which brings grief hereafter, 
Yea, and itself is grief; 

So this man hardened to his own child’s slaying. 

As help to avenge him for a woman’s laughter 

And bring his ships relief, (214—27) 

The same problem of temptation, though in 
different circumstances, is raised about Paris. His 
act has brought Troy to destruction; he might 
have known that it would, but his desire for Helen 
had made him blind. 

The tempting of misery forceth him, the dread 
Child of fore-scheming Woe. 

And help is vain; the fell desire within 
Is veilM not, but shineth bright, like Sin: 

And, as false gold will show 
Black where the touchstone trieth, so doth fade 
His honour in God’s ordeal. Like a child. 

Forgetting all, he hath chased his winged bird... 

Paris to Argos came, 

Love of a woman led him; 

So God’s altar he brought to shame. 

Robbing the hand that fed him. (3^5“402) 

So much for the sin of Paris. Then we have a 
description of the misery of Menelaus when his 
beloved is gone, a description so wonderful that I 
dare not quote my inadequate translation, except 
for the ending. She is gone, 
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But a shape that is a dream mid the phantoms of the 
night, 

Cometh near, full of tears, bringing vain, vain delight; 
For in vain when, desiring, he can feel the joy’s breath 
—Nevermore! Nevermore!—from his arms it vanish- 


eth, 

As a bird along the wind-ways of sleep. (420—26) 

One might think that this was the climax; but the 
reverse is the case. It is just not the climax. 


In the mid castle Hall, on the hearthstone of the 
Kings, 

These griefs there be, and griefs passing these. 
But in each man’s dwelling of the host that sailed the seas 
A sad woman waits; she has thoughts of many things, 
And patience in her heart lieth deep. 


Faces of them she sent 

Haunt her; but lo, returning 

Come in stead of the men that went 
Armour and dust of burning. 

And the gold-changer, Ares, who changeth quick for 
dead, 

Who poiseth his scale in the striving of the spears, 

Back from Troy sendeth dust, heavy dust, wet with 
tears, 

Sendeth ashes with men’s names in his urns neatly 
spread. 

And they weep over the men, and they praise them one 
by one; 

How this was a wise fighter, and this nobly slain. . . 

‘Fighting to win back another’s wife!’ 

Till a murmur is begun. 

And there steals an angry pain 

Against Kings too forward in the strife. 
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There by Ilion’s gate 
Many a soldier sleepeth. 

Young men beautiful; fast in hate 
Troy her conqueror keepeth. 

The Elders feel a curse brooding in the air. 
It is difficult to see what retribution can overtake 
the conquerors now that Troy is destroyed; 
nevertheless 

My heart waits some tiding that the dark holdeth still. 
For of God not unmarked is the shedder of much blood. 

And so on to their last prayer: 

May I never be a sacker of Cities! (427—72) 

It might be thought from these verses that in this 
tremendous sense of the evil of War Aeschylus 

of the sufferings of his own 
people; that the enemy did not matter. But any 
such minimizing and belittling of his thought is 
impossible in view of certain other passages. 

After the beacon message announcing the cap¬ 
ture of Troy, Clytemnestra, who is wrought up to 
a high pitch of suspense, goes on to describe, 
almost as if she saw them, the scenes in the streets 
of Troy, the heaps of dead, the wailing women, 
the Greeks sick with slaughter and tired out, but 
hoping at last for a good night’s sleep. 

Oh, if these days they keep them free from sin 
Toward Ilion's conquered shrines and Them within 
Who watch unconquered, maybe not again 
The smiter shall be smit, the taker ta’en. 


was thinking only 
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May God but grant there fall not on that host 
The greed of gold that maddeneth, and the lust 
To spoil inviolate things! The homeward race 
Is yet unrun, from goal to starting-place. 

Yea, though of God they pass unchallenged, 
Methinks the wrong of those forgotten dead 
Might waken, groping for its will! ... Ye hear 
A woman’s word, belike a woman’s fear. 

She apologizes for her somewhat dangerous 
language. But why has Aeschylus put in this 
remarkable speech.? It must be to remind us of 
the law that ‘On him that doeth it shall be done’, 
and that ‘of God not unmarked is the shedder of 
much blood’. In particular it prepares a great 
effect in the Herald’s speech, when that happy 
and, on the whole, kindly person arrives with the 
full news of victory. The Herald—by a slight 
dramatic licence—comes straight from the battle¬ 
field; he weeps for very thankfulness to be home 
again, and to see the faces, divine and human, 
that he had left so long. Then he calls for a great 
welcome to Agamemnon. 

Grand greeting give him! Aye, it need be grand— 
Who, God’s avenging mattock in his hand, 

Hath wrecked Troy’s towers and digged her soil 
beneath. 

Till her gods’ houses, they are things of death, 

Her altars waste, and blasted every seed 
Whence life might spring! So perfect is his deed, 

So dire the yoke on Ilion he hath cast. 

The first Atrides, King of Kings at last, 

And happy among men! (524“3o) 
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It is a bad look-out for any one in Greek poetry 
when he is called ‘a happy man’. But here the 
doom of Agamemnon is made almost certain by 
the boast of the Herald: he has done exactly the 
things which, we have been warned, must lead to 
divine punishment. And more, by accident or 
design, Aeschylus repeats almost word for word 
about Agamemnon one of the lines in which 
Darius in the Persae had described the sins which 
made inevitable the Persians’ punishment. 

pcotiol dioToi Kai 0ec6v i2ipuiJ0CTa, 

Kal cnrepua irdoris i^cnroAAvTai x^ovos. 528 f.) 

compared with 

pcotjol dioToi, ^aipovcov 0 ’ i^puiiorra 

TTp 6 ppi 3 a 9 up 2 ir|v l^ocvearpaTTrai pd 0 pcov. {Persae^ 8 r i f.) 

The desecration of the Gods’ temples, the viola¬ 
tion of human sanctities, and—perhaps above all— 
the awakening of the wound of the dead—eypri- 
yopos TO iTf\\xa tc6v oAcoAotcov —make retribution 
certain. There are many less important passages 
which might be cited; but the main contention is 
really quite clear. Agamemnon is himself uncon¬ 
scious of sin; he feels himself rather a favourite of 
the Gods and a most deserving one. His death on 
the mere human plane is the result of the blood 
feud; Aigisthos has the plain duty of avenging his 
brothers upon their slayer, Atreus, or since Atreus 
is dead, upon his son Agamemnon. Clytemnestra 
has also her personal motives: the death of Iphi- 
genia, Agamemnon’s infidelities, and her own 

4668 

c c 
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love of Aigisthos. But these mere human motives 
are only the instruments of something super¬ 
human and eternal. Clytemnestra herself knows 
it. She is not herself; she is only an instrument in 
the hand of the Daemon that haunts the house 
(1498 ff.). 

And criest thou still this deed hath been 

My work? Nay, gaze, and have no thought 
That this is Agamemnon’s Queen. 

A Thing not I hath round him wrought 
This phantom of the dead man’s wife: 

He, the old Wrath, the Driver of man astray, 
Pursuer of Atreus for the feast defiled: 

To assoil an ancient debt he hath paid this life. 

A warrior and a crownM King this day 
Atones for a torn child. 

The murder of the children of Thyestes is taken 
as the beginning of all the bloodshed. It was so 
easy, so safe, so wicked, to kill those two little 
children. Their father fled to die far away in 
exile, and ever since then the Alastor^ the Driver 
Astray, has possessed the House of Atreus. It is 
those children that Cassandra hears sobbing when 
she first comes to the house, and afterwards sees 
oveipcov TTpoCT9ep6is pop<pcb|iaCTiv, ‘like the shapes 
in dreams’, beating against the walls. But observe 
what the Alastor does. He drives men mad, no 
doubt, but above all he is mad himself. He craves 
blood for blood; the blood of vengeance to wash 

out the blood of crime; and then more blood 
to wash out that (i 509 ff.). 
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On the red Slayer crasheth, groping wild 

For bloodj more blood, to find his peace again, 
And wash, like water, the old frozen stain 

Of the torn child. 

He seeks his peace by means of more blood; and 
that is not the way by which Peace is found. Yet is 
that perhaps the very mistake that all these aven¬ 
gers, all these instruments of Dike^ are making ^ 
Turn to the Cassandra scene, the scene selected 
by the ancient scholiast for his one outburst of 
admiration. It is very long, 
is tremendously effective as drama: the doomed 
prophetess, doomed to foresee and foretell and 
never to be believed, is there at the door, seeing 
vision after vision which reveal the ancient crimes 
of the house, the coming murder of Agamemnon, 
the coming murder of herself. She struggles to 
warn the Elders, but at first her meaning only 
comes in the obscure riddles and metaphors of 
prophecy, and when at last by some violent effort 
of self-command she contrives to get her state¬ 
ment clear and plain, it is no use. The curse 
operates, and though the Elders speak kindly to 
her, they do not believe her. That is, they are all 
blind; like Agamemnon who must have his army 
and his victory, like Paris who must have Helen, 
like the Alastor himself who must have the new 
blood in which to wash the old, they are all 
working towards their own destruction and, when 
warned, they do not believe or understand. They 


and beyond doubt it 
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are going the way of the Old Masters of Heaven 
who reigned before Zeus: they smite and are 
smitten, they are slain and slay the slayer, and 
pass away. ^paaavTa TrccOelv. Is that the fullness 
of Dike} Is there nothing beyond ? 

Thus we are led to the great problem of the 
Dumenides. Clytemnestra has murdered Aga¬ 
memnon: if the law is to be obeyed Orestes must 
avenge his father and slay her. Apollo, the God 
of revelation, interpreter of the will of Zeus, has 
warned him that he must kill his mother or else 
he will lie under dire penalties for the most sacred 
of duties unperformed. He slays her; but then 
what is to be done to him ? 

We must realize, of course, from the outset that 
Orestes is nowhere accused of ferocity or of yield¬ 
ing to angry passions. In an age before law, the 
blood feud took the place of law. The duty of 
bringing down the triumphant wrongdoer fell 
upon some individual or some small family group. 
It was a grievous duty. It meant that the avenger 
must live for it alone, in hardship and constant 
danger, sacrificing all pleasure in life till he had 
saved the honour of the injured dead. We must 
realize, too, that to fail in this duty would not in 
ancient times be regarded as an act of charity 
towards the murderer, but as a lack of pity or 
consideration for the murderer’s victim. We have 
seen in the Agamemnon how Pity acts not as a 
personal emotion but a sort of world force. Pity 
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for the injured vultures sent out an Erinys to 
avenge them; Pity for the hare’s young made 
Artemis demand her heavy price from Agamem¬ 
non; Pity for the ‘wound of the dead’ of Troy 
made the conqueror a doomed rnan. In the 
Eumenides the Furies, amid all their ferocity, in¬ 
sist that they are the instruments of Pity. If the 
mother-murderer is allowed to escape, they argue, 
strong and brutal man will everywhere be free to 
violate the old and the weak. There will be no 
wrath for evil deeds (490—525). When Pallas 
first asks them who they are, in all their hideous¬ 
ness, they answer that in the houses below the 
earth, among the injured and helpless dead, they 
are called Prayers.^ That is what they are, the 
prayers of the injured for justice on the oppressor. 
This is illustrated in the scene with the Ghost of 
Clytemnestra. It is her suffering, her shame, her 
starved cry for justice, that inspires the Furies to 
the pursuit of the murderer. Those who have 
studied the Apocalyptic literature, and realized 
the close connexion between the dreams of Hell 
and the experience of persecution, will appreciate 
this point of view and get a glimpse of the chain 
of thought which made Dante attribute the crea¬ 
tion of Hell to La somma Sapien%a e U prtmo 
Amove, Hell is the prayer of the persecuted for 
some world which will do justice on the wicked. 

Apal Eum. 417* They are prayers for vengeance rather than what 
We call ‘curses*. 
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Blood cries for blood; the injured man cries for 
justice; the prayer of the forgotten dead lives and 
works. That is Dike^ the inevitable law. And the 
Furies, being the personification of that Prayer 
and that cry, are not cold Judges distributing 
well-weighed dooms, they are an incarnate pas¬ 
sion for avenging the sufferer and smiting the 
wicked. Several of the choruses in the Eumenides^ 
like several in the Bacchae^ seem to be divided 
between a band of raging Maenads and a band of 
musing philosophers. The philosophers explain 
the theory of punishment and its necessity; the 
Maenads leap and shout after their prey, they 
smell the trail of blood, they exult in the victim’s 
torment. In a very interesting passage Apollo 
expels them from his temple as being un-Hellenic: 
they belong to the stage of civilization which 
gouges eyes and lops off heads and castrates and 
mutilates and impales by due sentence of law, so 
that the land is filled with the agonized moaning 
of tortured men [Eum, 186 ff.). He is thinking 
of Persia and Asia generally. We may think of 
the Law Courts of the Middle Ages and the 
hideous arsenal of implements of torture which 
characterized, for example, French and German 
law up to the time of Voltaire. When indignation 
against wickedness becomes a passion we all know 
what a wicked passion it can be. The Furies 
themselves are never satiated: they hunt their 
victim to death, and he is not free even when 
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dead. It is not in them to forgive; if they forgave, 
they would cease to be themselves: for they only 
exist as instruments of the Law, ^pdaocvTa Troc0Eiv, 
TTOcOeiv Tov gp^ocvTa, On him that doeth it shall be 
done. All the rage of the Furies, the long-nursed 
hate of Clytemnestra, the Pity of Artemis, are all 
instruments of the Law. It matters little if there 
is no human avenger living. There is none for 
Troy; Aeschylus’ Cassandra never thinks of her¬ 
self as such. But the ocean of blood and tears in 
that dead city swells the whole volume of wrath 
or pity that is seeking Agamemnon’s death. Well 
may Clytemnestra cry from her heart: Tt is not 
I that have slain Agamemnon.’ Well may Orestes 
in his turn say to her: Tt is not I that will kill thee; 
It is thyself*: ou toi crEaurfiv, ouk eycb, KorrocKTeveTs 
{Cho. 923). Not Aigisthos, not Clytemnestra, 
not Orestes; but the Law, however we phrase it, 
by whatever instrument it works, is the true and 
inevitable slayer. The Law works. 

That being so, how can there be any forgive¬ 
ness? ‘All things pay atonement to one another 
for their injustice according to the rule of time.’* 
If that is the Law, how can any one escape? Are 
we not tied down to a wheel of revolving retribu¬ 
tion, unending, mechanical, and ultimately, if we 
think it out, futile ? 

As we noticed above, and as I have tried to ex¬ 
plain elsewhere, Aeschylus had already hinted 

* Anaximander, fr. 9 Diels. 
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at his answer: 'If I seek to cast off from my mind 
TO udrocv the burden of futility, though I 

sink my plummet through the universe, I can find 
nothing to help me but Zeus . . . Zeus, who made 
for man a road to Thought, who established as an 
abiding law the power of Learning by Suffering* 
{Ag, 163-83). That is the Zeus who delivers us 
from the burden of futility, from the never- 
ending chain of vengeances reavenged. It is the 
same Zeus who, in the Supplkes^ brought peace 
and bliss to the wandering lo, and through her 
brought into existence the Saviour of mankind, 
Heracles: the same Zeus who, in the later part 
of the Prometheus trilogy, forgave his enemies 
the Titans and set Prometheus free. True, he is 
one of those piaicos aeX^a ae^vov fmEvcov ‘by strife 
lifted to the throne of the world’; he was fierce in 
his first years of rule {Ag. 180; Pr. 35). But, 
unlike all who were before him, he can think and 
learn and forgive. We are told in the Eumenides 
that he instituted the Law of the Suppliant: the 
man who throws away all defence and puts him¬ 
self at your mercy must be respected. The first 
suppliant was the blood-stained Ixion, and Zeus 
pardoned and cleansed him. To betray or reject 
a suppliant is, in the eyes of Zeus, the worst of 
sins, ‘unforgivable even in the grave’ {SuppL 416). 
Nay, there is a further extension of the same 
sentiment. In some mystical sense, just as Zeus 
the protector of Kings is himself a King, as 
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Hermes the god of heralds is himself a Herald, 

as he to whom the bull is sacrificed is himself a 

Bull, so Zeus the Protector of Suppliants is himself 

a Suppliant, Zeus Aphictor {Suppl. i). That 

power which listens to the cry of the robbed 

vulture and the young of the slaughtered hare, 

which feels the wound of the Trojan dead, that 

Apollo or Pan or Zeus’ whose indignant pity 

demands judgement on the offender, demands 

also, at its own good time, his forgiveness. I have 

tried to show elsewhere how the Trial in the 

Eumenides is decided by one consideration only; 

the will of Zeus. Apollo is simply the TTpoq)f|TTis 

Aios, the interpreter of Zeus; he has never uttered 

from his throne of prophecy any word which was 

not commanded by Zeus: therefore Zeus himself 

ordered Orestes to avenge his father.’ Athena is 

the daughter of Zeus, created by him alone, with 

no rnother. She is ‘completely the Father’s’, pure 

undiluted Zeus (738, 826). And she acquits the 
prisoner. 

This conception of a God who is above the Law 
and can therefore forgive is the great contribution 
made to the religion of Europe by Greek an- 
t ropomorphism. With all its innumerable faults, 
anthropomorphism had this merit, as compared 

Wit either the fetishism of various savage re- 
igions, pre-Hellenic and modern, or the noble 
impersonality of Buddhism. Plutarch insists that 

* Eum, 19, 616 fF. 

D d 


4668 



202 


AESCHYLUS 


the world ‘is not governed by fabulous Typhons 
and Giants, but by One who is a wise Father to 
air [Vit, Pelop, xxi). Plato argues that the rule 
of ‘a man of wise and royal nature’ is- vastly 
superior to a mere rule of law, because the law 
cannot cover all the infinite diversities of human 
life and, when it happens not to fit, cannot think 
out what is right but ‘like some very stubborn 
and ignorant man’ goes on insisting that its exact 
orders must be carried out [PoliticuSy 294^7). 
Similarly Aristotle in discussing Epieikeia^ or the 
higher Equity, expects the Law to be ‘corrected’ 
by ‘a wise or sensible man’, Aeschylus only 
develops, with the imagination of a poet, an idea 
which lies at the heart of the anthropomorphic 
conception of God.^ 

Thus the first problem of the Eumentdes^ viz. 
the question why Orestes is acquitted and how 
any such reversal of the Law of Dike is possible, 
can, I think, be solved along lines which are 
consonant with ancient thought as a whole and 
quite characteristic of the thought of Aeschylus. 
The second problem is the conversion of the 
Furies from hellish spirits of torment, lusting for 
blood and pain, into beneficent spirits, protecting 
Athens, averting civil strife, giving peace to the 
household and fruitfulness to the soil and the 
flocks; their conversion, in fact, from Erinyes to 
Eumenides. I get some light on this question 

‘ Cf. Five Stages of Greek Re/igion, pp. 8o £ 
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from a remark of Mr. Claude Montefiore about 
St. Paul. St, Paul’s language about the Law, he 
says, shows that he was not a real Jew brought up 
in a Jewish atmosphere. He looks on the Law as 
an alien and almost hostile thing; a set of arbitrary 
rules for breaking which a man is condemned 
and punished and conscience-haunted. A true Jew 
looks upon the Law as an ideal of pure and good 
life, easy to follow, and bringing Man into con¬ 
nexion with God, The parallel is, of course, not 
exact; but it is helpful. The Erinyes are the Law 
of Justice seen from the outside by those on whom 
It IS imposed, Law as the terror of the transgressor. 
The Eumenides are the Law seen from the inside 
by those to whom it is not alien but a thing of 
their own, an ideal to keep human society at 
peace with itself and with God, And what ex¬ 
actly is the change that has taken place in the 
Furies, to explain this change of attitude in the 
play,? It is that they have given up their claim 
for a purely mechanical working of the Law that 
the Doer must Suffer, and have accepted Athena’s 
principle that not only the deed shall be con¬ 
sidered but everything that caused or surrounded 
the deed. They accept tteiSoOs ae^as, the sanctity 
of the spirit which persuades and hears Persuasion; 
that is, they will listen to Persuasion and will think 
again. They become no longer a mechanical 
Law of Retribution which operates blindly; but 
a Law which thinks and feels and seeks real 
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Justice, In such a conception, as we are told in 
the last words of the trilogy, Zeus who sees all 
and Moira, or the blind Law of what must be, are 
united: Zeus 6 TrccvoTTrag outgo Moipct te auyKOTEpa. 

How little we know! Or rather, considering 
the vast interval of time and change and circum¬ 
stance which lies between us and the Athenians 
of the fifth century b.c., how astonishing it is that 
we can get into contact with them at all! The fact 
is there. Our pronunciation of Greek is all 
wrong, we know almost nothing effective about 
their music or dancing, it needs a great imagina¬ 
tive effort to reach even the most tentative com¬ 
prehension of the background of their thought; 
yet we do understand something, we do feel. 
Aeschylus puts together a few words in a particu¬ 
lar rhythm; we understand his meaning; we feel 
the exquisite beauty of that particular collocation of 
words, and our hearts leap with the loveliness of the 
rhythm. I have often marvelled how it is that, in 
Greek poetry, the use of some Doric or Aeolic form 
gives a charm which an average modern scholar 
can quite distinctly appreciate. How can such an 
infinitely frail thing live so long and so vividly.^ 

If my understanding of this poet whom I have 
loved and studied since I was an undergraduate is 
approximately right, it would seem that there are 

three things, among others, for which he is 
greatly memorable. 
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He began the technique of stage-land: he 
reached this way and that, made daring experi¬ 
ments, overthrew them and made others, and 
eventually led towards a great simplicity and 
severity of technique which owed much to the 
poet and little to the stage-carpenter. 

Secondly, through him f) Tpocyco^iia crirECT£pvuv0ri • 
taking his subjects from the great mass of myth 
and fable, often trivial enough, that lay before 
his generation, he raised everything he touched 
to grandeur. The characters in his hands became 
heroic; the conflicts became tense and fraught 
with eternal issues. 


Thirdly, he possessed to a marked degree a 
characteristic often found in ancient Greek poets; 
he was a thinker, and an impassioned thinker, as 
well as a teller of tales and writer of verses. I 
have tried to indicate, so far as the seven extant 
plays provide evidence, the lines of thought which 
seem most definitely characteristic of Aeschylus. 
His earliest play begins with ‘Zeus the Suppliant’, 
his last ends with a Zeus who understands and can 
forgive, thereby fulfilling, not annulling, the true 
Law of Justice. Aeschylus was a soldier in a great 
and famous war. He took part in a terrible disaster 
and in one of the world’s most celebrated victories. 
His descriptions of war in the Agamemnon and the 
Seven against Thebes show that he knew what it 


was like, and almost his last words about it are the 
prayer; May I never be a conqueror.’ Stress is 
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sometimes laid upon the close approach to mono¬ 
theism which is found in Aeschylus’ conception 
of Zeus; but the Greeks paid comparatively little 
attention to the problem whether, as they w^ould put • 
it, ‘the divine is one or many’, I should lay more 
stress on his conception of a Divine Power which 
thinks, understands, and learns by suffering, and 
of a Divine Pity which broods over all the Hubris 
and cruelty of the world; over the robbed bird 
and the hunted hare, the suppliant Danaids, 
the crucified Prometheus, the besieged Theban 
women, and the innumerable dead in Troy, as 
well as over the murdered Clytemnestra and the 
haunted Orestes. Do not let us say that such 
thoughts are ‘modern’. The mourning woman 
that waited in every house of the men that sailed 
for Troy had in some ways exactly the same 
thoughts as the mourning woman who waited in 
other houses during the years 1914 to 1918, Such 
thoughts and the reflections about them are neither 
modern nor ancient. They live with mankind 
always. 



CHAPTER VII 


APPENDIX: A SCENARIO OF THE 

AGAMEMNON 

T his appendix raises and tries to answer a 
number of questions which often escape the 
notice both of editors of the text and of commen¬ 
tators. The term ‘Scenario’ is not quite exact. It 
IS a common practice in theatres, before a play is 
put into rehearsal, to call the company together, 
and let the author give a preliminary reading, 
much abbreviated, with comments, so that the 
various actors may have some notion of what 
they are expected to feel and do. It is something 
like that which is the purpose of the present 
notes, except that a mere commentator’s con¬ 
jectures have to take the place of the dramatist’s 
own authoritative directions. 

The Trilogy 

The whole trilogy hangs together; it is a drama 
with one theme; How is the law of Justice {Dike) 
to admit the possibility of forgiveness.? The law 
is mechanical, automatic, unfailing; the final 
answer is that above the Law is a Father or King 
who can understand and therefore pardon. 

Thus in the Agamemnon we have Avenging 
Justice, Successful and triumphant wrongdoing 
by the strong against the helpless at last becomes 
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intolerable. The wealth and power of the House 
of Atreus are no defence against the law of Dike 
or the indignant pity of the Gods (135 IF.), To 
pay for the sins in the sack of Troy, the slaying of 
Iphigenia and—worst of all—the old brutal crime 
of his father against the children of Thyestes, 
Agamemnon must die. When that atonement is 
made, is that the end ? Clytemnestra hopes so 
(1576 f., 1673), but we know that it cannot be. 
In the Choephoroe the slayers of Agamemnon, 
whatever their claims, must die. Orestes, the only 
son of the murdered man, is bound to avenge him, 
even though this involves killing his mother, the 
most horrible, on the face of it, of all crimes. 
Apollo, the mouthpiece of Zeus, demands it. 

In the third play the furies, representing the 
mechanical law of Dike or Moira, demand that 
the slayer of these slayers must also die. But is 
this chain of senseless vengeances to go on for 
ever.? No. Orestes slew by the will of Zeus, 
expressed by Apollo (616 f.) and Zeus, through 
the mouth of Athena (797 f.; cf. 763, 663 fF.), 
acquits him. Zeus 6 iTccvd'rrTas outgo Moipci xe ouy- 
Kocrepa. Zeus the All-seeing and Moira come 
together and the Avenging Spirits accept the rule 
of Law, 

The Agamemnon 

Scene I, Night. Castle of Atridae. Watchman on 
roof, sleepy, watching. 

Very quiet opening. At the words 6p9valou 
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TTupos FLASH of beacoHS. Watchman shouts for 
Queen to rise, sacrifice (58), and start an ololug- 
Mos or Women’s Triumph Cry over the sacrifice. 
Of course she does so and the repeated Ololugmos 
is an important feature in the play. (Cf. 587 
dvcoAoAu^a lasv, 595-7 oAoAuyiJov oAAos aAAo0£v 
Kotra tttoAiv, 1236 ettcoAoAu^oto . . . cocnrep ev 
Mctxris Tpoirfi: cf. 475-87 ttoAiv AipKEi 600 pdfis.) 

Exit WATCHMAN. 

Enter CLYTEMNESTRA with a crowd of Propoloi. 
Stir and noise. They make Ololugmos, kindle 
the altars, then exeunt to spread the Triumph 

Cry (595). 

Clytemnestra stays alone (84 ff.) like Aeschy¬ 
lus’ other silent figures (Ar. Frogs. 911 ff.), in an 
agony of silent prayer at an altar (cf. 973). She 
has been safe while he was away. Now he is 
returning; it will be his death or hers. 

Enter the elders. They have not heard the 
Ololugnios and know nothing of the beacon till 
they see Clytemnestra and notice the flames upon 
all the altars (83—96), They ask her to speak, but 
she rises silently and goes out, probably at 103. 
(They refer to her silence later, 263,)^- 

Parados 

The tenth year of the war; the war was an 
Apcoyfi, a help to the injured, a righting of wrong, 
i.e, redress for the wrong done to Menelaus. All 
wrong leads to Aikt). If even a vulture’s nest is 
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robbed, there is One above, ''some Pan or Zeus or 
Apollo\ who pities and exacts retribution. Hence 
long suffering of Greek and Trojan alike; and 
who knows the end ? We were too old to go to 
the war; we are now weak shadows, dreams lost 
in daylight.* 

Why this emphasis on their weakness? It is 
preparation for 1343. At the critical moment 
Agamemnon must be alone and helpless. Menelaus 
is away (618-80, cf. Od. y. 249, also Ag. 257 
Mov6(ppoupov, 1 103 f. (StAKot A* kas dcTToaTarel), More 
than once Agamemnon is on the verge of being 
warned; cf. the language of the Leader to the 
Herald (539-50, 615 f.), to Agamemnon himself 
(788 ff.), and of course the Cassandra scene. 

104 ff., ‘We can tell the story: two eagles were 
seen tearing a hare with young: AiAivov, aiAivov 
eittL That is dvoaiov, unholy!* Calchas ex¬ 
plained: the eagles are the Atridae, Troy the hare 
(144); the omen means Victory plus Crime plus the 
wrath oj Artemis! Will Agamemnon accept it? 
‘Yes; with all its consequences.* Thereupon Calchas 
sees (146-55) a vista of them: Iphigenia’s death, 
Clytemnestra*s vengeance . . , more beyond. 
‘Apollo the Healer, help usl* 

160 ff. ‘Is it for ever thus, punishment on punish¬ 
ment unescapeable? No; there is always Zeus, who 
gives the power to learn by sufferings to thinky get 
wisdoml It is significant that this kind of trochaic 
stanza does not recur till Eum. 916, in the so'ngs of 
reconciliation. 
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‘I turn aside from these lower gods to Zeus, 
whate’er He be: only in Him can I get away from 
this burden of endless, senseless, revenges. He 
shows man the way to learn, to think, till against 
his will he can learn Sophrosyne (Wisdom, or 
Mercy),’ 

Story of the sacrifice of Iphigenia, and a study 
of the temptation by which Agamemnon was led 
into such madness. 

Her cry (237) will be a curse on his house for 
ever. The craft of Calchas had its way. What can 
the end be ? Only may the future be better than 
the past. So prays this sole guard of the land.’ 

'Enter clytemnestra in state. 

She has prayed (cf. 973 f.) and thought, and is 
ready. This news means .for her either death or 
■ triumph, her death or his. She accepts the battle 
with joy. 264 eudyyeAos uev: cf. 895-902, Tccvccy- 
Kaiov §K(puyeTv cnrccv. 1 3 7 7 oA* o\jk CMppovTicrros, 

264 ff, ‘Good news! Troy is taken.’—‘Im¬ 
possible!—‘Yet true.’—‘How do you know.^ 

When did it fall BEACON SPEECH. 

Inorganic? Greek tragedy liked brilliant speeches^ 
of description, (cf. the storm 636 ff., the war 551 ff.) 
even when not made necessary by the drama. 
(Strongest instance, the chariot race in Soph. Ei, 
680—763.) Here justified by the need of some ex¬ 
planation of Clytemnestra’s knowledge; also prob¬ 
ably by contemporary interest in the strange 
system of telegraphy, said to be Persian. Cf. the 
geographical speeches in Prom, and Suppl. 
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LEADER, thrilled by the wonderful speech, says 

'Go on' (320 ff.). 

SPEECH on the MXiou rTepais, highly important 
for drama and character, (The Sack of Troy was 
a traditional theme of horror, cf. the Cyclic 
lliu Persis and JJttle lllad^ and the Troades.) 
(i) Misery of Trojans, men, women, and children. 
The Greeks can at last sleep at night—and plunder 
all day. (2) T only pray they may avoid offences 
against holy things—against the gods of Troy and 
the gods’ temples. If not... it is still a long way 
to reach home and safety.’ ‘And even if there is 
no offence (ovaiaTrAoKTiTOs) (or, reading evapirXd- 
KTiTos, if there is offence) against the gods, the 
wound of the dead may become wakeful, seeking for 
some sudden stroke.. . . Forgive a woman’s fears!’ 

Obviously her fears are largely her disguised 
wishes. If only Agamemnon could be destroyed 
before reaching home! Hence she fears she has 
said too much, and apologizes. She is only a woman 1 
A similar note is struck in 1661 (cbX* exei X6yos 
yuvaiKos) where her woman’s heart craves for peace. 
Exit CLYTEMNESTRA. 

StasImoHy 367-474 

The destruction of Troy is the punishment of 
Sin. It is always so. Why then do men sin, 
knowing what the end must The process 
of temptation described: man pursues his desire 
‘like a winged bird’, forgetting all else (cf. 
Agamemnon’s temptations, 218 ff.). Paris’s sin: 
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Helen’s departure: despair of Menelaus. Grief for 
him, but worse grief for the people of all Hellas. 
A weeping woman in every house the return of 
the ashes: the dead who shall never return. The 
growing pain and anger everywhere against the 
Atridae, so forward in the fight. 'The shedder oj 
much blood does not escape the eye oJ God (461). 
May I never be a sacker of cities, nor yet a 
conquered prisoner!’ (472)—Evidently God will 
exact Aikt) for the Sack of Troy. 

475-87 Conversation among the Elders, They 
hear the Ololugmos. ‘A noise of voices running 
through the city. True?’—‘No; woman’s talk.’ 
—*Just like a woman’s sceptre (i.e. her method of 
government), she believes what she hopes.’—‘The 
rumour of women’s voices quickly comes to 
nothing.’ 

487. urravcxaraais x^pov. So talking Exeunt the 
Elders {vide Blomfield’s Edition (1826), p. 13) 
or make some evolution equivalent to a fall of the 
curtain. Presently they return. Some days have 
passed. (This answers Verrall.) 

LEADER, Now we shall soon know. I see a 
Herald, still covered with the dried dust which is 
the neighbour and sister of the mud of battle. 
He will tell us all. 

The Herald is pictured as coming straight from 
the battle: cf. Orestes* new-drawn sword and 
bloody hands in Eum. 41 f. 

' I take TT^Oeia to be a feminine of TievSeOs, ‘a mourner’. 
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Enter herald. He runs in and kisses the ground, 
weeping for joy. Purpose of scene twofold, (i) His 
impulsive loving delight at seeing his home again 
forms a strong contrast to the cold hard pride of 
Agamemnon, 8io fF. (2) His proud description of 
the horrors and crimes committed in Troy (like 
those which brought the wrath of God on the 
Persians, Pers. 810), coming after CIytemnestra*s 
warning, show Hubris crying to Heaven for 


punishment. 


503-680. ‘Beloved land, at last, after ten 
years! Beloved sunlight; and ye gods of Argos! 
Prepare to welcome Agamemnon, who brings 
light to God and man. He has utterly uprooted 
Troy with the mattock of avenging Zeus. Her 
altars are broken to fragments^ and the shrines oj 
her gods; and every seed from which the land might 
rise again is utterly destroyed. There is a victory 
for you! And there at last is a Happy Man^l 
(We listen to his boasts in horror; if that is how 
Agamemnon has acted, doom is certain.) 


538-50. Brief dialogue, serving to show trouble 
at home. Enough to disturb, not enough to provide 
security. Had they been a little more explicit, 
Agamemnon would have been saved. (irckAai t6 
aiyctv, cf. 788 ff.) 

551-82. WAR SPEECH. Splendid realism of detail: 
the hard quarters, failure of rations, vermin, cold 
and heat; but no special dramatic service, except 
perhaps to suggest the false hope that already t6 eO 

VEVlKTlKeV. 

585. Enter clytemnestra. She mentions the 
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Ololugmos throughout the city and the sacrificial 
fires. Dramatically, the speech is her defiant wel¬ 
come. ‘I was right about the beacons. Now bid 
him come to the city that longs for him, and may 
he find a wife to suit his heartV Exit 612. 

(613—16 I do not understand. Possibly two 
speakers: 613 f. admiring her speech; 615 f. ob¬ 
scurely warning the Herald.) 

618—80. The absence of Menelaus: the storm 
SPEECH. Simply a development of Od. y. 249 ff. ttoO 
MeveAaos ft^v; Menelaus’ disastrous absence was 
part of the traditional story. 

681—745. The HELEN CHORUS. Necessary for the 
tradition. But also relevant to the theme: Helen 


sweet at first, bitter in the end, like Sin above, 

3 ^ 5 ” 95 > lion’s whelp, 717—36. It is Sin, 


not mere prosperity, that brings retribution. Hubris 
breeds Hubris; Dike decides the end, the power of 
wealth falsely glorified is as naught against her. 
(Cue.) 


Enter agamemnon’s Pompe, typifying ‘Wealth 
falsely glorified’. A long magnificent entrance 
procession, lasting through the anapaests, 783—809. 


CASSANDRA is in a chariot behind Agamemnon’s, 
but is not yet conspicuous. 


783—809. CHORUS. ‘Hail, Conqueror, Sacker 
of Cities!’ (Note the ill-omened word). ‘Let us 
be neither churlish nor servile. We know there 
are such things as false flatterers. There are some 


now pretending to rejoice, but really not rejoicing. 
However, the good shepherd knows his sheep, and 
you will detect them. As for us, we are frank. We 


were against the war—war to recover a wanton 
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woman!—but now “All is well that ends well”. 
You will soon know the true and the false among 
Your citizens.* 

A warning again, but too indefinite to save him. 
The procession has stopped, agamemnon speaks 
from the chariot. The speech is hard, cold, proud. 
No word of humility before God, or love of country, 
or affection for any one. 

810-54. ‘I must first greet the gods who 
helped me in the vengeance I took on Troy. A 
whole city for one woman! Their glory is now 
ashes, and my lion has drunk his fill of the blood 
of kings. As for your words of warning, I agree 
with all you say. All men are envious; friendship 
a pretence and a shadow. No one at Troy was 
true to me—except Odysseus, who was taken 
against his will! For the rest, I mean to hold 
councils, and then, while preserving what is 
healthy, to cut and burn what needs medicine. 
Now I will go in and greet the gods w'ho guided 
me to Troy and have brought me safe home.* 

The speech has damned Agamemnon but also 
alarmed Clytemnestra; how much does he know? 
Why is he so suspicious, so utterly unfriendly? 
Meantime she must speak her greeting here in 
public before the Elders, who certainly know her 
guilt, to him, who perhaps knows it. She must find 
out; at the worst she can make some attempt to 
explain herself before she dies. In places she is 
reckless, in places near to hysteria (866-73), 
she carries through. 



855* CLYT. ‘Elders of Argos, you know I am 

the sort of woman who cannot live without her man. 

I am not ashamed, now, after so long, to admit it. 

I pined all the time he was away. It is a monstrous 

thing for a woman to be left alone with no man 

near, in a great house, surrounded by spiteful 

tongues; and rumours always coming, one upon 

another, full of evil to the house! Had he been 

wounded as often as they said, he must be as 

full of holes as a net; had he been killed as often, 

he must be some monster like Geryon with many 

lives. . . . No wonder I tried to hang myselfP 

877. She addresses the King himself. 

‘You are surprised not to find our child Orestes 

here? Our war-friend Strophios invited me to 

send him to Phocis; Argos was not safe, when you 

were away, I am sure he was sincere in his offer.’ 

So far Agamemnon has not shown any sign of 
suspicion. She feels safer. 

‘As for me, by now my eyes are dry. I have no 
tears left, always thinking of you, waiting for the 
beacon. And in dreams I saw you, all girt with 
terrors—too many for the time I slept. But now. 
It is all over: this day is port after long seas, dawn 
after stormy night, water to the parched traveller. 
May the gods not envy us now! We have 
suffered enough in the past. Now, beloved face, 
descend; but never set on bare earth thy foot, O 
King, the foot that trampled Troy! Handmaids, 
lay down the tapestries; let all his path be red, 
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and Justice guide him to a home that he never 
hoped for!’ 

This wonderful speech is greatly compressed. 

A more advanced technique would, no doubt, have 
developed the changes of emotion at greater length 
and more clearly. Agamemnon receives it coldly, 
and his feelings remain hidden. 

9H”57- AGAMEMNON. ‘A spcech worthy of 
the occasion, but the compliments would have . 
come better from a third person.—As for the 
tapestries, do not treat me like a woman, or a 
barbarian. Tapestries are for the gods.—I should 
really be afraid to walk on them.—I mean, 
honour me only as a man should be honoured.— 
Foot-mats and those tapestries, you know, are 
different things.—And the greatest gift of God is 
not to make some fatal mistake kcckcos 9pov6iv).’ 

Observe his nervously repeated objections; the repe¬ 
tition shows his irresolution. 

The incident of the crimson tapestries is curious. 
See note at end, p. 254 Clytemnestra’s motive is a 
wish to make him offend both the gods and the 
people by his pride: his motive is that pride itself. 
He would not have walked on the tapestries if left 
to himself, but secretly he longs to do so. 

930-43. Dialogue, clyt,: ‘After all, Priam 
would have done it. As for envy, how can a great 
man avoid it.^’— ag. ‘You really want me to.^* 
944-56. ‘Well, if you insist. My boots must 
be taken off, and I pray that the jealousy of god 
be not awakened.’ 
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Movement; descent from chariot, &:c., which 
perhaps first makes Cassandra conspicuous. 

‘This Trojan woman must be treated kindly. 

God loves a merciful conqueror.’ [Ironic e^ect,) 

‘And she was my special prize of honour from 

the army.—So, since you compel me, I enter 

my house treading sea-crimson dyes.’ 

CLYT, ‘There is plenty of purple in the sea; 

your House has riches abundant. And I would 

have vowed more than this to have you safe 

home.—Now all grief is gone; the hour has come. 

The true Master is in his house.’ 

Exit AGAMEMNON into Housc. Ololugmos from 
CLYTEMNESTRA and all the handmaids, which 
CASSANDRA hears (1236). 

—‘O Zeus, fulfil my prayers. Do not forget!’ 
Clytemnestra follows him into the house. 

The intended victim is now in the house of the 
murderer; there follows a low, boding chorus, such 
as is usually followed in Greek tragedy by the 
death-cry of the victim. 

975. CHOR. ‘Why am I frightened The army 
is home again, the war over. Yet still I am afraid. 

• . . All is so safe, so prosperous. Yet that is the 
dangerous state. Everything can be cured except 
death. Death never. After all no one chain of 
causes works alone; others cut across it, and one 
may cancel another; else my inward anguish would 
break through all barriers and shriek aloud.’ 

The great door opens: is it DeathNo. It is 
Clytemnestra. What can she want? 
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1035. CLYT. want you too, (To Cassandra, 
who stands terrified and silent.) You have nothing 
to fret about (d^■rlv^Tcos)• You will be a slave like 
the rest. We treat our slaves properly, neither 
better nor worse than they ought to be treated. 

Pause, Cassandra silent, trembling. Leader of 
Chorus intervenes. 

L. Tt is you she means. Captive as you are, 
you had better go with her, though we under¬ 
stand your feeling,’ 

Clytemnestra is mortally anxious. She cannot 
leave this clairvoyante outside to warn the Elders, 
yet if she does not return some one inside may warn 
Agamemnon. 

CLYT. ‘She is not a Greekless barbarian; I am 
using words she can understand, and still trying 
persuasion.’ 

L. ‘Go with her. It is best. Come down from 
the chariot.’ 

CLYT. ‘I cannot wait out here. If you mean to 
obey me, be quick. If words are lost on you,’ 
turning to the Chorus Leader, ‘yo// show her with 
dumb hand’ [or possibly ‘with a hand that talks 
her language.’], 

L, (making signs to Cassandra) ‘She certainly does 
need an interpreter. She is trembling like a wild 
beast newly caught.’ 

CLYT. ‘She is mad, and giving way to her 
folly. She will need a curb that makes her mouth 
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bleed before she understands she is a prisoner.— 
I will not stay to be insulted!’ 

Exit into the Palace. 

L, ‘I am only sorry for her. Come, poor 
woman, leave the chariot, and take up your yoke.’ 

Does Cassandra leave the chariot now or at 1177? 
Either possible. It may be that she has hardly the 
self-mastery for so large an action yet, and can only 
wait cowering. 

1072-1330. CASSANDRA SCENE. 

Observe two movements: (i) Cassandra strugg¬ 
ling towards clearness. (2) The curse of disbelief 
working on the Elders, without their knowledge. At 
first they do not understand; when forced to under¬ 
stand they do not believe, and quickly forget. Cf. 1213 
finTv ye |i^v 'maroc, 1246 ’Ayape^vovps oe <pr\\x\. 

As to Cassandra’s struggle, normally a prophetess 
like the Pythia is in a state of possession, crying out 
in inarticulate or half-articulate paroxysms. Only by 
a conscious and painful effort (1214 f., cf, 1182) can 
she dominate the paroxysm so as to speak clearly. 
(For the Pythia the priests acted as interpreters.) 

In the lyric scene, 1070—1176, there is a progress 
in clearness, detail being added to detail up to 
ii 39 > then a more general lament. Thus: 

1072. (i) CA. '‘Apollo my destroyer!' l. ‘The 
bright Apollo ? He does not like people who weep. ’ 

1086 . CA. ‘Where have you brought me V l. ‘To 
the Atridae’s House.’ 1090 ca. (2) ‘No: a place 
for killing men: a blood-splashing floor.’ l. ‘She 
is right in that; she can find bloodshed here.’ 
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1095. (3)CA. ‘A sound of crying; close by: little 
children, murdered for their father to eat. . . 

L. ‘We know of your fame as a prophet. But we 

do not want any prophets now.’ 

1100. (4) CA. ^ Another awjul deed coming: what 
is it.^ It is in the house; and no help near!’ l. ‘I 
don’t understand this.—Of course every one 
knows about the children.’ 

1107. (5) CA. woman ... on her husband! 
Washing him ... a hand reaching out. . . .’ 

L. ‘I can’t make it out. First riddles, and then 
purblind oracles!’ 

1114. (6) CA. ‘Ah, now it is showing .. .anetoi 
death.? No, the woman is the net, she shares the 
murder. —Now Erinyes, lift up your voices!’ 
L. ‘What Erinys does she call.? My heart stands 
still with fear: misfortune comes so quick.’ 

1125. (7) CA. ‘Ah, keep the wild bull from his 
mate! Tangled in the robe ... she smites: he falls in 
the vessel of water.’ (With an effort to be clear) ‘I am 
telling you what is happening in the murderous bathl' 
L. ‘I do not claim to be an interpreter of prophecies. 
And what use have they ever been.?’ 

1136 f. (8) CA. ‘Oh, who is that poor woman? 
What a miserable thing!—It is my death, thrown 

in with the other.’ (Coming half out of the trance, with 
a shriek) ‘Where have you brought me ? Just to 
share your death ? What else ?’ 

1146. L. ‘You are borne on the breath of God, 
singing your sorrows like the nightingale.’ 
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CA. ‘Ah, the sweet nightingale! Her end was 
peaceful. I shall be torn by the spear.’ 

L. ‘Whence comes this ghastly music of evil ? 
Whence its guidance ?’ 

1156, CA. ‘Alas for the wooing of Paris! Alas 
for the banks of Scamander where I played! I 
shall soon be on the banks of Cocytus and 
Acheron.’ 

1162. L. that at last is clear^ too clear. It 

stabs me to the heart, it shatters me.’ (For a mo¬ 
ment they seem to overcome the curse, but only 
for a moment.) 

1167, ‘Oh, the labours of the city, the 
dead city; the sacrifices of my father before the 
walls! All in vain! The city is gone, and I shall 
soon be in the dust, struggling.’ (poAco as in Od. 

A. 424,) 

L. ‘These words are like the last. Some malig¬ 
nant spirit is upon you making you utter these 
ghastly oracles. But what it means I cannot guessd 

Cassandra with a great effort at self-control 
ceases her song, and speaks. She has a definite 
plan. If she first shows that she can read the past, 
they will believe her when she reads the future. 

1 178. CA. I will make it clear however it hurts 
me. Follow me closely.—This House ,.. there is a 
band of singers about it, drunk with blood, sister 
Furies. The beginning of evil, they tell, was a 
brother’s bed merciless to its defiler. Am I right ? 
Swear to me that I know the pastd 
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L. ‘What good is an oath? But certainly I am 

amazed. You know the ancient secrets of this 

house as if you had stood by and seen the things 
done.* 


1202-13. Explanation of her gift of seer-craft 

and the curse that accompanied it. She had been 

through the ritual practice that followed betrothal, 

but then denied Apollo more. The Leader assures 

her, l-Fc at any r ate believe you (1213 f)plv ye nev 

TTicn-d) and she would have gone on to explain the 

danger to Agamemnon, when a paroxysm falls upon 
her. ^ 


1214. CA. (Speech 2). ‘Oh agony!—Bloody 

children haunting the house! Vengeance for 

them. The craven lion against the noble lion. 

The husband-murderess, the hellish monster with 

her Ololugmos of triumph at his return! (1236). 

. . . No one believes me. What does it matter. 
It will come,’ 

1242. L. ‘I understood about Thyestes’ chil¬ 
dren, but then I lost the thread.’ 


CA. (At last getting the truth clearly said) 7 tell 
you^ you shall look on Agamemnon's death' 

L. ‘Peace, unhappy one! Do not say such 
things! 

CA. No god of peace is here.’ 

L. “^Not if it were true! But God forbid that it 
should be. 


CA. ‘You pray; they kill’ 

L. ‘What man could do it.?’ 
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CA. ‘Man! Youhave indeed missed everything!’ 

L. ‘I do not see any plan by which it could be 
done.’ 

CA. ‘Yet I speak Greek.’ 

L. ‘So does the Delphic oracle, but it is hard to 
understand all the same.’ 

Another paroxysm. She sees a ball of fire or light. 

It comes at her— a common experience in modern 

trances. 

1256. CA. (Speech 3) ‘Oh, the fire! It is com¬ 
ing at me! Oh, agony. The lioness, coupled with 
the wolf, will kill me too.’ 

Puts her hand to her brow and feels the Stemmata. 

‘Why keep these mockeries.?’ (Tears them off 
and tramples on them; then comes to and sees 
what she has done in her trance.) ‘See, Apollo 
himself stripping me of his emblems! He brings 
me first to public scorn, and now to death, A 
block of death for me, as an altar of death for my 
father. But an Avenger comes, mother-slayer, 
father-avenger! The gods have sworn it.—Why 
should I care, now that Troy has fallen.? Why 
should I mind when her conquerors perish too .?— 
I will go to my death. Only may it be swift.’ 

Begins movement towards Palace. 

‘If it is death, why go to meet 
it.?’ 

CA. ‘There is no escape.’ 
and starts back) ‘Faugh!’ 

L. ‘Why that disgust ?’ 


(Goes towards door, 
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CA. ‘A smell of blood!* 

L. ‘Yes, the sacrificed animals.* 

CA. ‘A vapour, as from a charnel house!* 
L. ‘That is only the smoke of the incense.* 


Doubtless L. is right: the real smell and smoke 
are points de repere, Cf. Cho» 1047, where the 
mention of :Ap<icKovn-6s leads to Orestes seeing 
them. 


1313. CA. (Speech 4) ‘I will go.—May death 
be all they want of me.—Strangers, on the day 
when a woman dies for me, and a man for this 
ill-wedded man, then bear me witness that I 
spoke the truth.* (l. ‘Oh, we pity you.*) ‘I would 
say one word more—one lament over my death. 

I pray to this last sunlight that I shall ever see, 
that the Avengers may remember the woman- 
slave as well as the King. Alas for the life of man! 1 
Its prosperity is only a picture, and misfortune , 
like a wet sponge will blot it out.’ 

Exit into the Palace. 

1331. CHOR. ‘Great fortune is dangerous. Is 
death now threatening this victorious King.?*’ 

A low, boding chorus, like 1035 ff., 
really followed by the death-cry of Agamemnon 
within. It is a question for the dramatist how to use 
the Chorus of Elders. We are prepared for their 
being helpless (82, 257), which indeed is necessary 
for the story. Aeschylus follows a plan that is 
both natural and effective. The men naturally 
hesitate before determining to rush into the Palace, 
and naturally have different opinions. A modern 
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playwright would have ‘Confused voices’, each 
saying something definite, while interrupting one 
another. Aeschylus uses this same plan, though 
he probably made each speak separately without 
interruption. 

1343. ELDERS. 

‘i. Call the citizens! 

2. No—burst in. 

3. Yes—do something. Don’t lose time. 

4. It is obviously a conspiracy. 

5. Because we are waiting and they are not. 

6. I don’t know what to say. No good talking 
when one cannot act. 

7 - I agree; we cannot raise him from the dead. 

8. Do you mean that we are to submit to these 

criminals ? 

9. Intolerable! Better die than submit to 
tyranny. 

10. Are we merely to guess from groans which 
we have heard that the King is dead ? 

11. We must know the truth before we get 

excited. 

12. On that we are all agreed: we must find for 
certain how Agamemnon. . . .’ (The sentence 
appears to be unfinished, a very rare effect.) 

Without inquiring into the particular machinery 
by which the effect was produced, it is clear here 
that the Elders go up towards the door and are 
supposed, though the illusion is not maintained 
afterwards, to enter the room where Clytemnestra 
stands over the bodies. Really, as they approach 
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the door, it opens and Clytemnestra is before them, 
dominating them and driving them back. 

She is possessed by the Daemon of the House 
(1475 ff.) and for the moment filled with super¬ 
human strength and pride, which dies down later. 
The Elders are overborne by her. Their hot con¬ 
demnation turns presently into bewilderment. 

1372. CLYT. ‘Yes; all I said before was a lie. 
I hated him, and I have at last killed him. His 
blood splashing on my cheek was like the blessed 
dew on a parched field.—Which things being so, 
my good Elders, you can go your ways and be 
happy. For my part I am wild with joy. He has 
drunk the cup of curses that he himself filled.’ 

L. ‘We are amazed. The daring of it, to boast 

thus over your dead husband!’ 

CL. You try to frighten me, like a witless 
woman My heart beats quite steadily, and I tell 
you, in case you do not yet understand, This is 
Agamemnon, my husband, killed by my hand; 
and rightly killed. That is so.’ 

The change to lyrics shows a change in the Elders 
from definite intention to mere emotion, Clytem¬ 
nestra does not change. 

1407. CH. What poison herb have you tasted 
to make you mad ? You shall be cut off, as you 
cut off others, and hated of the people.’ 

CL. Exile and curses for me! Why was there no 
harsh word for him when he murdered my child, 
Iphigenia, for ‘medicine’ against a storm.?—As 
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for threats, I am ready for the battle. Let him 
who conquers rule!* 

CH, ‘So proud! It is the blood on your brow 
makes you mad. But retribution must come. 
You are friendless, and must some day pay for 
blow by blow.* 

CL. ‘Friendless? By all the Powers of Hell, to 
whom I slew him in sacrifice, I face the future with 
no fear while Aigisthos lives, my true friend still, 
as he always has been. This man lies dead—a 
shield of comfort, that!—this insulter of his wife, 
this minion of every Chryseis under Troy; and 
with him his captive prophet-mistress. Both have 
paid for their wrongs to me.* 

Lyric Scene 

1448. CH. ‘Would I could die, now my kind 
shepherd is gone, killed by a woman! Alas for 
Helen, the slayer of many.* 

CL, Pray not for death; and do not lay the 
blame on Helen,* 

CH, O Daemon that fallest upon the house, 
making women thine instruments! Perched on 
the dead body like some bird of prey, he calls his 

tiry Law (ewo^cos Oijivov u^veTv ETteOx^Tai),* 

Cl. ‘Now you have found the truth! Call on 
t e Daemon of the House. From him comes the 

e of the flesh for blood, and ceases not.* 

(First sign of weakening; she is beginning to feel 

1 cannot have done this.’) 
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CH. ‘Indeed, he is very great, and heavy his 
wrath. Ah me, it is all as Zeus hath willed.’ 

1489. LAMENT. (Not by the Elders, but by 
another Chorus of Mourners, perhaps off stage.?) 

‘My King, my King . . . slain in a crafty death, 
by a wife’s hand.’ 

CL. (She listens and answers the mourners) 
You say I did it ? No. Do not imagine that this 
is I, Clytemnestra. It is the ancient Alastor, the 
Driver Astray of Atreus who gave the ghastly 
feast; he has taken upon him the shape of this 
dead man’s wife, and made his sacrifice of atone¬ 
ment, a full-grown King for a child.’ 

CH. ‘You guiltless i* No; no one can say that, but 
the Daemon may have worked with you, forcing 
his way towards new blood to wash out the old.’ 
LAMENT. ‘My King ... by a crafty death. . . .’ 
1523. CL. (As before) ‘And was Iphigenia’s 
not a crafty death ? But he cannot boast in Hades. 
He has got as much as he gave.’ 

CH. I am bewildered, and know not how to 
think. The rain on the roof affrights me, rain 
that falls like blood. If it ever abates, it is only 
fate making ready for the next stroke.’ 

They begin to see that the death of Agamemnon 

is not a mere wicked deed; it is the working out of an 
inevitable law. 

1538. lament. ‘Would I had died before him. 

. . . Who shall mourn for him, who in honesty 
praise him at his tomb?* 
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CL. (As before) ‘What is that to you? By me 
he fell, by me he died, and by me he shall be 
buried, not wept by any mere members of his 
household: is not Iphigenia waiting by the river 
of Acheron, to put her arms about him and kiss?’ 

CH. ‘Reviling cometh to meet reviling, and it 
is hard to pass judgement. The spoiler is des¬ 
poiled, the slayer slain. While Zeus lives, the 
Law remains, that on him that doeth it shall be done. 
Who will drive the curse out of this house ?’ (i.e. 
I blame nobody. Only let the bloodshed stop.) 

1567. CL. ‘Now you have found the true law. 
As for me, I am ready to make treaty with the 
Daemon of the Pleisthenids; I will endure this lot^ 
hard as it is to bear^ and He shall depart. I want 
but a little to live upon, and am now content, 
having swept away the madness wherewith these 
brethren slew one another.’ 

The Daemon has faded out of her, her exultation 
gone. Contrast 1394 and 1571. She is left with only 
her own strength, exhausted and desiring peace. 
After this appeal she remains silent till 1654, where 
she intervenes to appeal again for peace. She does 
not even answer when addressed 1625. As this 
scene comes to a quiet close, in bursts aigisthos. 

1578. aigisthos. ‘Hail, day of Justice! My 
two brothers were foully murdered by Atreus, 
this man’s father, and I, being spared, was bound 
to avenge them. Now I have done it, and am 

content to die.’ 
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An effect such as Euripides loves, of suddenly 

letting the other side speak. It is called dvaoKEuaCTai 

TO dpTiueva, shattering the case stated’. This plea 

is just. Aigisthos is not a mere villain. He has done 
his duty. 

1613. L. ‘You admit your guilt You will be 

stoned for murder.’ 

Ai. Is that the tone you take to your masters? 
Old men like you are slow at learning, but chains 
and cold can teach them. Do not kick against 
the goad, or you will hurt yourself.’ 

The Leader, baffled by Aigisthos’ defence of his 

action, turns on Clytemnestra, who has no such 
justification. 

1623. L. Woman, when your husband was just 

returned from the war; you whom he trusted as 

guard of his house, to betray his bed and plot his 
murder. . . .’ 

aig. (interrupting; Clytemnestra is too ex¬ 
hausted to speak) ‘That sort of talk too will make 
trouble. You are not an Orpheus to charm the 

world. But we will make you obedient to your 
master.’ 

1633. L. ‘You the master of Argos! You who 
plotted the murder, and did not dare to do the 
deed with your own hand!’ 

aig. To deceive him was obviously his wife’s 
work. I was his old enemy and consequently 
suspect. However, I have his treasures, and shall 
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do my best to master his subjects. The horse that 
kicks shall wear a heavy yoke.’ 

L. ‘Coward! If you had this blood-feud, why 
did you not kill him yourself? You let his wife 
help you (ouv), which makes a pollution to the earth 
and its gods, —Oh, is Orestes somewhere living, 
to return and kill them both, as they deserve?’ 

1649. Ts that your tone?—Ho, there, 

my guards!’ 

Enter a Band of Armed Men, dominating the 
stage. 

L. (to the other Elders). ‘Ho, there, your 
swords!’ (Swords are drawn, the old men brave 
though helpless.) 

AiG. ‘My sword is drawn too, and I am ready 
to die.’ 

L. ‘Die then! We accept the omen.’ 

CLYT. (at last breaking from her long exhausted 
silence) ‘Nay, best-beloved! Let us do no more 
evil. It is enough as it is. We must not stain our¬ 
selves with blood.’ 

An extremely interesting line. Apparently she 
does not feel the slaying of the guilty Agamemnon 
as a ‘stain of blood*, and she is longing for peace. To 
begin slaughtering these innocent Elders would be 
a different thing. The reading, however, is not 

certain. 

Back to your houses, ye reverend Elders. Go, 
before doing leads to suffering. These things we 
have done had to be. And if now we can say “It 
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is enough”, I shall be well content, bruised though 
I am under the Daemon’s heavy heel.—This is 
the word a woman speaks, if any will listen!’ 

AiG. ‘Are these people to insult me, and mock 
their master.'’’ 

L. ‘It is not the way of Argives to fawn on 
scoundrels.’ 


AIG. ‘Bah, I shall be on your track hereafter!’ 
L. ‘Not if God guides Orestes home.’ 


AIG. ‘Exiles feed on hopes.’ 

L. ‘Go on, wax fat, defiling justice while you 
can!’ 


AIG. ‘A time will come when you will pay for 
this.’ 


L. ‘Crow on, like a cock beside his mate.’ 

CLYT. Heed not this vain baying of hounds, 

Tou and /, as rulers in this great House, will order 
all things well.' 

This is her sincere hope (cf. 1575). We 
know it cannot be fulfilled. 


NOTE 

The traditional details of Agamemnon’s murder are 
curiously precise as well as odd in themselves. He was 
killed in his bath, ^polTT), wrapped in a very long and 
presumably crimson embroidered robe; he had pre¬ 
viously walked Oppiv on a very long crimson em¬ 
broidered robe. It is tempting to suggest a hypothesis 
which would explain all three points. It is known that 
tombs were often dug up for the sake of plunder. The 
Tuppcopiixos was a common type of misdoer. Further- 
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morCj a^poiTTi, as Wilamowitz has pointed out, can be 
used either as a bath or a sarcophagus. Suppose in pre- 
classical days some peasants, of the type to which Greek 
mythology owes so much, found among the royal tombs 
at Mycenae a skeleton or mummy wrapped from head 
to foot in a long and precious embroidery in a marble 
sarcophagus and showing signs of a violent death. 
‘A great king*, they would say, ‘murdered when help¬ 
less in his bath, and made more helpless by being 
wrapped in the great embroidered robe. And why did 
he deserve death No doubt he had trampled with 
' impious feet on broideries fit only for the gods.’ 
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Main achievements, 171, 205- 

6 . 

Metre, 45, 69, 130. 

Moral order, 83-7, 95-110, 
172-5, 183-205. 

Persian names, 12^7. 

Politics, 75-7. 

Points de rephe, 226. 
‘Prcclassical’, 38, 57, 68, 71, 

135.151- 

Realism in stage technique, 
i34'6. 

Religious ideas, 80-1, 92, 152, 

171, 183-4, 200-6. 

‘Slices from the great banquets 
of Homer’, 160-70. 

Stage; technique, size, &c., 37- 
56, 205; ‘noises oft'’, 135-6. 


Aeschylus —continued 

Subjects dealt with, 171—5. 
War, 78, 122, 125, 131, 141- 
2, 173, 205-6, 214. 
Agamemnon, happy among men, 
192-9, 214. 

— death of, 226-9, 234/?. 

— shedder of blood, 189, 213. 

— temptation of, 188-9, 212. 
Aianteia, 115. 

Alcaeus, 69^., 163. 

Alcibiades, 76. 

Altars in stage settings, 53-6. 
Anacreon, Anacreontic verse, 69— 

7I; 

Anaximander, 199;?. 

Apocalyptic Literature, 197. 
Apollonius Rhodius (scholiast to), 

153^- 

Areopagus, 75. 

Aristophanes, 13, 19, 60, 70, 72, 
76-8, 130-2, 153-4, 168- 
70.^ 

Amphiaraus, 154/7, 

Birds, 22n., 6 on. 

Frogs, 13-15, 51, 58-60, 65, 

65 »-. 70. 73. 78^-. loi. 

102;;., 130, I3i;!r., 147, 

170. 178. 

Geras, 154J7. 

Knights, 154^. 

Wasps, 70. 

Aristotle, 4, 6, 9, 13, 14, 17, 23, 
43ff., 44, 51, 57, 59, 94-5. 
143, 151^7., 152-3, 202. 
Ethics, I5i». 

Poetics, 4, 13W. 

Rhetoric, 56. 

Aristophanes of Byzantium, 48. 
*Apcoyfi, 186, 209. 

Astrology, 86. 

Astydamas, 12. 

Athena, 20. 25, 76, 78, 126, 
I 26 zr., 132/7., 183-4, 201, 203, 
208. 
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Athenaeus, 71/?., I2i»., I47»., 
160, i 6 on. 

Attic style, 56, 68, 70. 

Attis, 6, 84, 

Baldensperger, 68, 

Bergson, 109-10. 

Blomfield, 213. 

Burnt sacrifice, 22. 

t 

Cadmus, 

Chambers, E. K., Mediaeval 

Stagey i 58 ff. 

Choerilus, i, 115, 161. 

Chorus, numbers of, 49-50: ex- 
archontes of, 49 f. 

Cicero, 134. 

Classical spirit, 57, 61, 68. 
Clemens Alexandrinus, 151/7. 
Comedy, 4, 5, 149-50; New, 

150. 

Cornford, i85ff. 

Corinna, 163. 

Crates, GeitoneSy 159. 

Danatds, 34-6, 49-54, 65, 79, 
124, 206. 

Danaus, 34-5, 49-50. 

Dante, 176, 197. 

Demaratus, 74. 

Dikiy 83, 120, 142, 172, 183-4, 
186,192-209, 215, 229, 231. 
Dio Chrysostom, 173-5. 

Diodorus, 13, 2o», 

Dionysia, i, 9, 18, 112,115, 164, 
167, 170. 

Dionysus, i, 6, 7, 14, 39, 50, 73, 
81, 84, 113, 132®., 145-8, 

151, 154-7, 161-2, 170. 
Divine Pity\ see under Pity, 

divine. 

Dostoievsky, Crime and Punish¬ 
ment y 179. 

Ektcop—‘ upholder’ofaCity, 138. 


Epics, Indian, 68. 

Icelandic sagas, 61. 

Early Greek, 134: see Homer. 
Eratosthenes, 155/?. 

Erinna, 4. 

Eteocles, his Character in Seven, 

132-43* 

Euaion, 11. 

Euphorion, ii, 13. 

Euripides, 8, 13, 18-19, 26/7., 38, 

4+. 46-7. 58. 72-3. 76-80, 

86, ioo»., loi, 125, 130, 
154, 170, 232. 

AlcestiSy 148-50, 149/7., 152. 
Andromeda, 46. 

Bacchae, 50, 70, 146, 153-60, 
172, 198. 

Ritual character of, 155-7* 
Bellerophon, 46. 

Cyclops, 148, 167. 

Heracles, loi, 102/7. 
Heraclidae, 154/7. 

Hippolytus, 47,48/7., 86/7., 101, 
102/7.; two versions of, 47/7., 
48/7. 

Ion, ion. 

Medea, in., 8, 9. 

Orestes, 66-7. 

Phoenissae, 113. 

Rhesus, 155. 

Telephus, 168. 

Theseus, 67. 

Troades, 81, 134, 212. 
Exarchontes, 49, 50. 

Ezekiel, 82/7. 

Folk tales, 2, 19-29, 33, 36^ 234. 
Frazer, ion., 81. 

French tragedy, i, 3 > 37> 67. 
Furies as instruments of the Law, 

199. 

Glaucus of Rhegium, 115* 

Gnostics, 85, 86, 96, 
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‘Goat-song,’ I, \^c^\Molpc, r, 170, 
i77» 185. 

Goethe, 3, 17, 80, 96. 

Faust, I. 

Prometheus, 96. 

Greek Anthropomorphism, 201. 

Harpocration, 20. 

Harrison, Jane, 155^. 

Hcllanicus, 132;/. 

Hephaistia, 20. 

Ilcphaistos, 19-21, 25-8, 62. 
Heracles, 7, 24;?., 100, 103, 
132^., 134, 149-50, 200. 
Hcraclidcs Ponticus, 151//. 
Hermes, 25, 32, 42-3, 62, 149. 
Herodotus, 6, 12, 56, 74, 81, 
nr, 113, 113/;., 116, 125, 
127, 162. 

I Icroes, 4. 

Heroic Saga, 124. 

Hesiod, 15, 22^., 23-4, 29, 31, 
34«., 62, 100, 134, 163.' 
Asp'ts, 137, ly-jn, 

Theogoriy, 23//., 29, 30. 

If'orks and Days, 24, Ozn., 

88 ;;. 

High Places, 53-5. 

Homer, i 5, 48;;., 57, 62, 8 r, 115, 

*37-8, 161-70, 173. 
//W, 48, 68, 123, 133//., 161- 
7 , 170- 

Odyssey, zn., 133;/., 161-7, 
170, 215, 223. 

Slices from the great banquets 
of’, 160-70. 

Homeric poets, 18, 149, 161, 
163, 164. 

Homeric style, 23: see Semnotes. 

I lorace, 22;;., 69. 

Uuhris, 6, 83, 119-20, 125, 129, 

172, 193, 206, 214-16, 218. 
Hugo, Victor, 18. 

Les Mishabksy i. 

Hussites, 96. 


Ibsen, 17, 47. 

Ideas, Poetry of, 17, 18, 72-5, 
171. 

lo, 29, 32-6, 42, 44, 52, 103-9. 
Ionic metre, 69—71. 

Jeremiah, 82;;. 

Job, Book of, 92-5, 97, 108, 110, 
171. 

Keiper, 127;;. 

Kennings, 61-3. 

Koinobomia, 54, 55. 

Laius, curse of, 131, 133, 138, 
140-3. 

Leaf, Dr., 161. 

Lesbian School, 163. 

Liturgical plays, 157-8. 

Marathon, 10, 12, 74, 77, 78. 
Mazon, 39, 39». 

Mechanai, 38-46. 

Mctte, Supp/ementum AeschyUum, 
145;/. 

Milton, 3, 8, 17, 56, 97, 171. 
Moira. 83, 120, 204, 208. 
Montcfiorc, C., 203. 

Morsimus, 12. 

Mummer’s Play, 7. 

Murray: 

Five Stages of Greek Reiigion, 
zozn. 

Classical tradition in Poetry, 
fn. 

Rise of the Greek Epic, 48;;., 
164;;. 

Musaeus, 15. 

Mysteries, 105, 151-2. 

Nauck, Fragmenta Tragicorum, 

Nemesis, 87. 

Nietzchc, 95. 
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Oceanides, 40,43,6r, 71, 89,90, 
99. 

OklugmoSy in Agamemnon^ 209, 
213,215. 
in Septem^ 137. 

Orpheus, 15, 114. 

Osiris, 6, 7, 84, 113, 145. 


n(i6£a of Dionysus, 6, 81. 
Panathenaea, 163-4, 170. 
Pandora, 24-6. 

Parian Chronicle, lo-ii. 
Pausanias, 20ff., 147, i^’jn. 
‘Pelasgian religion’, 81. 

Pericles, ii, 75, 112. 

Persae (tragedies, &:c., by other 
poets), 115^. 

Phaedrus, 22;;. 

Philocles, 12. 

Phineus, 112-13. 

Phrynichus, i, 70-r, 114, 125, 
129, 161-2, 169. 

Persae, 114, 162. 

Women of Pieur^n, 162. 

_ Capture of Miletus, 162. 
Pindar, 3 5»., 161. 

Pity, divine, 92, 186-7, 195-7, 

201, 206, 210. 

Plataea, 10, 114. 

Plato, 66, 69-72, 79-80, 94-5, 

202. 


Gorgias, 79. 

Politicus, 202. 

Plutarch, 78®., 94, 94/f,, 113, 

i3iff., 147, 162, 201. 
Aristides, ii^n, 

Numa, n3ff. 

Peiop., 202. 

Moralia, 94, I3i»., 147, 

l62ff. 

Polybius, 129. 

Pope, 150. 

PoweU, J. U., 74^7. 

Pramantha, 21. 

Pratinas, i, 161. 
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Promethia, in., 20, iin., 100. 
Prometheus, 2, 19-32, 34-45, 
71, 88-91, 97-111, 124, 200, 
206. 

nToXlTTopOos, 134, 191, 205, 213, 
215. 

Reinach, S., iin. 

Reinhardt, 51-2. 

Rejuvenation, 154. 

Resurrection, 146. 

Rhetorike, 58-9. 

Robert, C., Oedipus, i^in. 
Roman tragedy, 3. 

Sacer Indus, 155, 157, 162; see 
also Goat-song. 

St. Paul, 203. 

Salamis, 10, 12;?., in, 113-18, 
125. 

Sappho, 163. 

Satyr Plays, ix-xi, ii, ii5»., 
146-50, 152, 154, 167. 

-Diction of, 149. 

-Characters in, 149. 

Saviour, 84, 85, 105, 200; Sa¬ 
viour, Third, 84, 85, 89; Sa¬ 
viour religions, 85, 105. 
Semnotis,wi\,\'i-i 6 , 19, 36,123- 
4, 153, 160, 169-70, 205. 

— in Homer, 163. 

— in Phrynichus, 162, 169. 
Shakespeare, vii, 3,17-18,47,66- 

7, 122, 175-6. 

Macbeth, i, 134, 175. 

King Lear, 47. 

Shelley, 3, 17, 96-8, 108. 

Prometheus Unbound, 96-8. 
Sieges, 133-42, 212. 

Silenus, 50, 148. 

Sisyphus, 21, 33. 

Skinographia, 37. 

Song of Deborah, 122. 

Sophists, 19, 72-3, 79* 

Sophocles, 2, i 7 j 37 » 44 » 

7iff., 112, 147, 173-4* 


242 


INDEX 


Sophocles —continued 

Jjax , 168. 

Antigone^ 67, 141. 

Electray 2, 71;?., 80, 211. 
Ichneutae^ 50, 148-9, 149/f. 
Nausicaay 167. 

Oed. Tyrannus, 12, 178, 181. 
Oed, Co/oneuSy "jin. 

Philoctetes, 174. 

Sophroiyne, 38, 47-8, 57, 68, 173, 
21 r. 

Sparagmos, xi, 114, 145-6, 152, 
154, 161. 

Stesichorus, 163. 

Stoics, 89. 

Strabo, xi, 34/?. 

Suidas, 10, 11, 13, 11 2, 114, 146. 
crupTTaOeia tcov oXcov, 89, 91. 
Swinburne, 3. 
on Oresteia^ 179. 

Tantalus, 2r, 34. 

Tclcstes, 131, 135. 

Terateia, 43-7. 

'riiammuz, 6, 

Theocritus, 57. 

Thespis, I, 161. 

Third-'I’lirovvcr, 85, loi: see 
Saviour, third. 

Thucydides, ii, 127. 

Timothcos, Persae, 66 , 66/;., 115, 
127. 

Tolstoy, 80, 122, 178. 

IVar and Peacey i, 122. 
Topography, 119, 128. 

Tragedy, 1-5, 9, 18, 57, 123-4, 
I 50. 

— unmixed with comedy, 150. 

— comic scenes in, 67, 

— origins from Dithyramb, 49. 


Tragic Pattern, 6, 81, 87, 128. 
Transfiguration of myths, see 
Semnotes, 

Trilogies, ix-xi, 112,132,167-9, 
i 73 » 175 - 

Trojan cycle, 167. 

Vegetation gods, 4, 6, 8r, 113, 
145-6. 

Vergil, x, 48/;., 176. 
Verrall,v,i32fl., 145, 156. 

Virgin birth, 105. 

Von Hartmann, 108. 

Westphal, 44. 

Wilamowitz, ii, 41, 52, 55, 72, 
141, \(>on. 

Wilhelm, 11. 

Yawan, 121. 

Year God, 4, 6, 7, 84, 146-7, 
169, 

— Ritual, 7, 84, 145-6. 

Zeus, 20-34, 36, 38, 42 » 84-5, 
88, 91, 97-110, 126, 126/;., 
139, 154, 167, 186, 196, 200- 
II, 214, 219, 230-1. 

— the Saviour, 84-6, 102-3. 

— repentant, loi. 

— learning by suffering, 200, 

206, 210. 

— suppliant, 201, 205. 

— ruler of the world, 87-8, 92, 

97 - 

— tyrant, 88, 91, 104. 

— Bull-God, 33. 

— God above the Law, 201, 

207. 

Zola, Thirhe Raquin^ 179. 
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